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February 15; 2026 : The present study aimed to identify the challenges and strategies of
. service learning in higher education.
July 11, 2026 : This research was applied in nature, qualitative in approach,

. | and conducted using Roberts' six-step synthesis method. The research
September 15,2026 | Population included all valid national and international studies about
service-learning from 2000 to 2024. Through purposive sampling, 21 studies
were selected for final analysis. Inclusion criteria were relevance to the
research objectives and implementing in the context of higher education,
while exclusion criteria included low journal credibility and insufficiently
reported data. Data were analyzed using open and axial coding techniques.
The validity of identified components was confirmed through expert review,
and reliability was assessed using Cohen's Kappa coefficient, which
indicated an agreement rate of 0/74.

: : The findings revealed five main themes of challenges: institutional
Service-Learning, and policy-level challenges, pedagogical and curriculum development

Higher Education, challenges, operational and executive, cultural-social and communicative
Challenges, challenges and individual challenges.
Strategies, : Overall, the findings revealed that
Research institutionalizing of service-learning in higher education requires a holistic
. and gradual approach based on the active involvement of all stakeholders.
Synthe?'s’ : This study moves beyond prior reductionist
Educational approaches by employing a systematic qualitative synthesis to develop an
Planning, integrated, multilevel framework of service-learning challenges and

strategies. The framework informs policy, curriculum development, and
implementation practice in higher education.
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Higher education, as the cornerstone of the scientific ecosystem and the apex of the educational
hierarchy, plays a vital role in knowledge production, dissemination, and cultural development.
However, in counteracting environmental shifts and interacting with political, economic, and social
systems, it faces escalating challenges, including graduate unemployment, brain drain, and a critical
mismatch between classroom instruction and real-world labor market demands (Yusof et al., 2020;
Habibi Babadi et al., 2022; Nchu, 2024; Rostami et al., 2014). Consequently, a fundamental rethinking
of higher education policies and approaches is imperative, particularly under the transformative
influence of the Fourth Industrial Revolution. This continuous quest for innovative pedagogical
frameworks has historically driven paradigm shifts toward experiential education, tracing its roots
back to John Dewey’s pragmatism and David Kolb’s experiential learning theory (Plante, 2015; Al
Barwani et al., 2013; Kolb & Kolb, 2009; Bringle & Hatcher, 2000). Within this context, Service-Learning
(SL) has emerged as a robust pedagogical approach that effectively bridges the gap between academic
expertise and societal needs (Shobak & Hosseinpour Behnemiri, 2024; MacKenzie, 2013; Greene, 2013;
Nickols et al., 2013). As a distinct form of experiential education, SL integrates practical community
engagement into the academic curriculum, empowering students to apply their theoretical
knowledge in real-world societal contexts. The theoretical and applied foundations of this method
are deeply anchored in experiential learning paradigms and Vygotsky’s social constructivism theory,
which highlights the critical role of social interaction in cognitive development (Parker et al., 2009;
Furco, 2001).

Despite its potential, a systematic review of the literature indicates that institutionalizing and
implementing SL in higher education systems is fraught with structural and operational challenges.
While various studies have explored these obstacles, existing research remains highly fragmented,
often focusing on isolated dimensions rather than providing a holistic framework. Moving away from
simplistic views of SL as a universally applicable or neutral educational practice, it is crucial to
rigorously analyze its actual boundaries and capacities within higher education; neglecting these
systemic limitations risks reducing SL to a superficial, low-impact educational reform (Butin, 2006).
To address this critical research gap, the present study employs a synthesis research methodology to
comprehensively analyze the challenges and corresponding solutions of service-learning within the
higher education context.Specifically, this research aims to address the following overarching
questions:

1 What are the operational challenges of implementing SL in the higher education system?
2 What are the corresponding strategic solutions to mitigate the identified challenges of SL in
higher education?

This research was applied in nature, qualitative in approach, and conducted using Roberts' six-step
synthesis method. The research population included all valid national and international studies about
service-learning from 2000 to 2024. Through purposive sampling, 21 studies were selected for final
analysis. Inclusion criteria were relevance to the research objectives and implementing in the context
of higher education, while exclusion criteria included low journal credibility and insufficiently
reported data. Data were analyzed using open and axial coding techniques. The validity of identified
components was confirmed through expert review, and reliability was assessed using Cohen's Kappa
coefficient, which indicated an agreement rate of 0 /74.
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In response to the first research question, the findings indicated that the challenges of SL in higher
education can be classified into 18 subthemes and five main themes: institutional and policy-related
challenges; educational and curriculum-related challenges; implementation and operational
challenges; cultural, social, and communication-related challenges; and individual challenges. This
classification highlights that SL is associated with complex, multi-level, and interrelated challenges
operating at both macro and micro levels across diverse stakeholder groups. In response to the
second research question, the study identified and categorised strategies corresponding to each
group of challenges. At the institutional and policy level, these strategies include establishing an
independent organisational unit within universities to coordinate and support SL (Olagoke-Oladokun
et al., 2021), developing recognition and incentive systems for faculty members through awards and
promotion mechanisms (Al Barwani et al., 2013; Hood, 2009), rethinking educational philosophy with
an emphasis on social responsibility and civic education (Hood, 2009), and institutionalising service-
learning as an interdisciplinary field in higher education (Butin, 2006). At the educational and
curriculum level, proposed strategies include forming interdisciplinary research groups among
faculty members (Al Barwani et al., 2013), continuously revising curricula with stakeholder
participation (Carev et al., 2024), systematically analysing challenges and barriers as a foundation for
realistic programme design (Schelbe et al., 2014), and strengthening the theoretical and practical
preparation of instructors prior to implementation to address curriculum-related challenges.

The findings of this study indicated that the institutionalization of service-learning in higher
education requires a holistic and incremental approach supported by the active engagement of all
relevant stakeholders. In this regard, universities should be understood not only as instructional
institutions but also as key agents of social development and responsible citizenship. SL can be an
effective and sustainable pedagogical approach only when its components, from macro-level policy
frameworks to micro-level individual factors, are addressed in a coherent and integrated manner.
Neglecting any of these dimensions may distort the underlying philosophy of the approach and hinder
the achievement of its core objectives. From a policy perspective, the formal recognition of SL in
national educational documents as a strategic priority, supported by robust monitoring frameworks
and clearly defined quality indicators, is essential. Moreover, the identified misalignment between SL
and centralized educational systems highlights the need to prioritize institutional decentralization
within education reform agendas.
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