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Abstract

This systematic review examined the role of Service-Learning

experiences promoted by higher education institutions to

strengthen the achievement of social justice outcomes among

youth. We screened and coded studies following the Pre-

ferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-

Analyses (PRISMA). Of the 555 articles found in the database

search, 47 peer-reviewed studies were included in the final

sample. Social justice construct, together with research loca-

tion, participants, target community and outcomes, were

coded. Results show effects of Service-Learning experiences

on (a) fostering significant improvement of students' social

justice beliefs, (b) stimulating significant changes in students'

attitudes with respect to the development of altruistic behav-

iours and their commitment to social justice, and

(c) increasing students' critical understanding by sparking

questioning processes related to personal assumptions of

inequalities. This systematic review provides insights into the

strengths and challenges of implementing social justice-

oriented Service-Learning experiences.
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1 | INTRODUCTION

Since its origins, community psychology (CP) has recognized that inequity and injustice produce adverse effects on

people's well-being (Dalton, Elias, & Wandersman, 2001). Some of the founding concepts of the discipline were

based on a conception of social justice, even when they did not explicitly mention it. For example, empowerment

and liberation in CP refer to processes that provide access to resources, self-determination and emancipation from

some forms of oppression (Munger, MacLeod, & Loomis, 2016). As such, it can be claimed that community psychol-

ogy has always been attentive to addressing and overcoming inequalities by acknowledging systemic inequities and

injustices and giving voice to the needs of minority groups. In the last two decades, a call to action to pursue social

justice in CP has become more prominent (Evans, Rosen, & Nelson, 2014). Indeed, Nelson and Prilleltensky (2010)

defined community psychology as an applied science of social change, where social justice promotes people's well-

being.

1.1 | Social justice

Nowadays, Social Justice (SJ) is usually portrayed as a social system where economic and social resources are equita-

bly distributed to guarantee people's active and equal participation in social systems and their psychological and

physical safety (Bell, 2007; Reason & Davis, 2005).

The term “Social Justice”, however, has a long history. Munger et al. (2016) provided an historical review of its

foundations, starting from Plato and Aristotle. They portray the classical, ancient view of justice as incorporating a

philanthropic perspective, equating justice with helping the less fortunate, without any redistribution of power. This

approach leaves the hierarchical structures unaltered. From their perspective, Locke, Hume and Rousseau represent

a different perspective on social justice, that calls into question power, rights and property. Overall, these “con-
tractualists” consider the social contract as a way to pacify conflicts that “naturally” arise from living together. The

social contract however does not have the power per se to grant justice; nor does it require explicit rules and provi-

sions that address the concerns of those in need (who deserve them). One of the most influential theories of justice

is offered by John Rawls (1971/2005) who proposes the notions of distributive justice, the extent to which each

individual has access to resources in a fair and equitable manner; and procedural justice, a concept that has been fur-

ther developed by Fraser (2009) into the principle of participatory parity, which emphasizes that injustice is not lim-

ited to redistribution, but that it also includes recognition and representation, and occurs any time someone is

limited in their ability to participate socially and politically on an equal basis with peers (see also Thrift &

Sugarman, 2019, for additional historical perspectives).

CP did not avoid providing a conceptual and pragmatic framework for social justice, even if in many cases social

justice has been assumed as a self-evident premise, or guiding principle for research and intervention without a pre-

cise conceptualization or discussion of the social positioning of the researchers (Fondacaro & Weinberg, 2002).

Prilleltensky (2001) defined SJ as an equitable distribution of burdens, power, resources and rights according to peo-

ple's needs, power and ability to express their needs. In 2012 he posited that distributive and procedural justice are

concerned respectively with outcomes (what is distributed, for example, objective and subjective resources), and pro-

cess (how resources are distributed), at different levels of analysis (intrapersonal, interpersonal, organizational, com-

munity) offering an ecological model for understanding the relationship between social justice and well-being

(Prilleltensky, 2012). Similarly, Evans et al. (2014), recognized social justice as a multi-level construct grounded in the

socio, historical, cultural and political contexts, with several subtypes. Young (1990) claims that the “ultimate goal” of
SJ is social equality, seen as “the full participation and inclusion of everyone in a society's major institutions, and the

socially supported substantive opportunity for all to develop and exercise their capacities and realize their choices”
p. 173. In other words, SJ is intended to tackle oppression and social inequality based on race, ethnicity, gender iden-

tity, sexual orientation or social class, among other social group identities. This is made possible by supporting all
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individuals within a community to have the opportunity to engage equally in community life and access the needed

social and material resources, while developing a critical understanding of the social systems that structure their real-

ity (Li, Yao, Song, Fu, & Chen, 2019). Social Justice is anchored in an understanding of social systems. But it is also a

belief or attitude that emphasizes that the critical understanding of social systems, and of the systemic causes of

inequalities, must be nurtured in people's mind (Tyler et al., 1997). Indeed, individuals with a heightened sense of

social justice develop a sense of social and personal responsibility towards and with others, their community, and the

broader world in which they live. This nurtures their civic-mindedness (Hatcher, 2011), and leads to a greater com-

mitment to act towards social justice (Li et al., 2019; Nowell & Boyd, 2010).

1.2 | Engaged scholarship for social justice

Evidence of the increasing magnitude of social injustice and inequalities and their detrimental consequences for peo-

ple's health and well-being is robust (e.g., Marmot, 2020) and has led to the formation of a class of engaged scholars

(not only in CP) who have made a conscious effort to more directly address society's needs and challenges in their

research and teaching activities. Beaulieu, Breton, and Brousselle (2018) define engaged scholarship as an academic

stance, anchored in ideals of social justice and citizenship, that encourages academics and universities to operate in

ways that will develop mutually beneficial and reciprocal linkages between university activity and civil society. This

orientation of teaching and research towards social challenges has become known as the “third mission”. Third mis-

sion activities engage the intellectual, human and physical resources of the university to address societal challenges

(Soeiro et al., 2012). Although there are different interpretations of “third mission” (Knudsen et al., 2021), addressing

the urgent social needs of communities, fostering social justice and supporting active citizenship, are common among

the types of third mission activities adopted by “engaged” Higher Education Institutions. Universities can be an

important actor in implementing projects and programs that address community needs and challenge inequalities

(Knudsen et al., 2021). Students are key actors in third mission activities. Students can not only participate in activi-

ties that address societal challenges; but they also benefit greatly from this engagement with society, and particularly

with social structures. Higher education institutions can contribute to the development of students’ agency

(i.e., confidence in one's capacity to effect change) by designing experiences that help them learn, strengthen, and

deploy their civic competencies while developing a more critical worldview (Moore, Hope, Eisman, &

Zimmerman, 2016). Indeed, helping youth to cultivate a sense of personal and social responsibility and civic engage-

ment represents a way to contribute to democratic society that fosters social equality, thus contributing to SJ

(Verba & Nie, 1987).

1.3 | Service-Learning

Service-Learning represents one way to implement the third mission and a scholarly engaged praxis. Service-Learning

(SL) is a form of experiential education that integrates community service with class-based learning that allows stu-

dents to participate in structured service activities that benefit both students' sense of responsibility and communi-

ties' needs (Bringle & Hatcher, 1995).

Many actors are involved in the SL experience: students, academic members, community partners (local institu-

tions and organizations) and community members. Research findings on the impact of service learning on students

can be divided into (a) personal outcomes, such as the improvement of communication skills, critical thinking, analyti-

cal skills, the ability to create new innovative solutions and problem-solving skills; (b) social outcomes, such as the

ability to work both in independent and collaborative environments, teamwork and the attitudes towards the popula-

tion one is serving; (c) citizenship outcomes, such as social awareness, sense of civic responsibility, civic engagement

and social justice attitudes; and, (d) academic outcomes, such as positive attitudes towards schools, higher
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motivation to learn and ability to apply knowledge in real-world contexts (Celio, Durlak, & Dymnicki, 2011;

Compare & Albanesi, 2022; Cooper, Cripps, & Reisman, 2013; Salam, Iskandar, & Ibrahim, 2017; Salam, Iskandar,

Ibrahim, & Farooq, 2019; Yorio & Ye, 2012).

Reflection represents a critical element of the SL experience. We can say that the development that SL fosters

“do[es] not necessarily occur as a result of experience itself but as a result of [the] reflection process” (Jacoby &

Associates, 2003, p. 4). The reflective process refers to regular and ongoing guided activities where students are

asked to critically analyse their experiences (Butin, 2010a; Jacoby, 2015). It contributes to a “deeper understanding
of social problems and makes it possible for students to identify, frame and resolve them as citizens in communities”
(Eyler, 2002. p. 519).

By focusing on, and reflecting on, the root causes of social inequality, and the subsequent development of prac-

tical competencies to promote justice, SL can support students in moving along the continuum from “charity” to

“Social Justice promotion” (Eyler & Giles, 1999; Kendall, 1990).

The charity paradigm is related to altruistic actions that imply direct service to communities and are based on a

philanthropic perspective of helping the less fortunate. It builds on the idea that well-off citizens help underserved

and less-advantaged “others,” not necessarily conceiving those served as being part of their own communities

(Battistoni, 1997). On the contrary, the SJ paradigm considers service as a means to enact social change and activism,

disrupting the unacknowledged binaries that guide much of our day-to-day thinking and acting (Butin, 2007). This

disruption, in turn, forces a reconsideration of the taken-for-granted qualities of the structures and practices that

previously seemed all too normal (Himley, 2004).

SL has been proven to effectively support students' reflection and understanding of Social Justice (Butin, 2008),

and change students' perspectives on marginalized groups through their direct engagement with underserved and

oppressed communities (Bringle, 2003). Findings show that SL fosters SJ-oriented beliefs and attitudes among stu-

dents (Barr & Bracchitta, 2015; Brown, 2011); and that SL students significantly increase their Social Justice beliefs

(Moely, McFarland, Miron, Mercer, & Ilustre, 2002), develop SJ-oriented behaviours (Cooper et al., 2013) and raise

their level of awareness of social inequality (Einfeld & Collins, 2008). Moreover, Rockquemore and Schaffer (2000)

found that SL sustains students' attitudes towards SJ, fostering actions to create equality. Research on commitment

and action to promote SJ as a result of participation in SL experiences is varied and considers both instructor

(Baldwin, Buchanan, & Rudisill, 2007) and student perspectives (Boyle-Baise & Langford, 2004; Cipolle, 2010; Groh,

Stallwood, & Daniels, 2011; Wang & Rodgers, 2006), and suggests that the community with which students interact

can have an important role in strengthening their motivation and belief in a just world (Seider, Rabinowicz, &

Gillmor, 2012).

However, the literature also highlighted that poorly structured SL experiences can reinforce stereotypes and fail

to uncover the root causes of social inequality (Boyle-Baise, 2002; Gallini & Moely, 2003).

SL's capacity to contribute to students developing a better understanding of social justice and to mobilizing

youth to actively work against injustice and inequality, is quite often treated as an intrinsic feature of SL or its added

value. After exploring the existing literature that emphasizes the connection between the SJ construct and SL, a sys-

tematic review of the papers that document experiences of SL informed by a social justice framework was redacted.

Indeed, despite a growing emphasis on the role of Social Justice in Service-Learning experiences, with many articles

recalling the relevance of the SJ construct, no systematic review to inquire about the work accomplished hitherto

has been conducted. Therefore, the current paper aims at reviewing the published articles on the topic and answer-

ing the following research questions:

RQ1: What are the characteristics of the studies that embed Social Justice in Service-Learning experiences?

RQ2: Which theoretical frameworks are adopted in defining SJ in SL experiences?

RQ3: What outcomes are associated with SL experiences in SJ?

RQ4: With which target communities are SL experiences in SJ associated?
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To answer these questions, detailed steps for conducting the systematic review suggested by PRISMA were

followed (Moher et al., 2009).

2 | METHODS

Systematic reviews can provide overviews of the state of knowledge in a field, from which future research priorities

can be outlined. Moreover, they can answer questions that individual studies would otherwise be unable to answer,

identifying flaws in primary research that should be addressed in future research while generating or evaluating theo-

ries about how or why the phenomena occur. As a result, systematic reviews generate a wide range of knowledge

for various audiences (i.e., researchers, policymakers, practitioners, etc.) (Page et al., 2021). Preferred Reporting Items

for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) is a reporting guideline that aims to improve systematic review

reporting. It provides authors with recommendations on how to organize transparent, complete and accurate

accounts of why the review was done, how it was done and its findings (Moher et al., 2009). Given its broad consen-

sus among multiple journals and different disciplines, our search and analysis process was guided by PRISMA replica-

ble protocols.

2.1 | Search and sampling strategy

Two databases were searched to collect articles on the topic: Web of Science and Scopus. Web of Science is a

robust database covering more than 250 fields of studies and more than 30,000 journals; meanwhile, Scopus is one

of the most extensive abstracts and citation databases of peer-reviewed literature. The review period included arti-

cles published between 1967 (when the SL term was coined; Stanton, Giles Jr, & Cruz, 1999) and October 2021

(when the search was run). To identify eligible studies, we entered search terms using the Boolean operators AND,

OR. Our search criteria included terms associated with the SL construct and its possible wording (i.e., “service learn-

ing” OR service-learning) AND SJ reference (i.e., “social justice”). The search term was used to explore keywords in

the Scopus TITLE, ABSTRACT, KEYWORD sections, and the Web of Science ALL FIELD section.

2.2 | Eligibility criteria

Eligibility criteria focused on three key elements: (a) study characteristics (published, empirical studies, published in

peer-reviewed journals, published in English); (b) experience setting (studies comprised participants directly or indi-

rectly involved in higher education SL experience – e.g., university students or community partners' and members'

narration of higher education SL experience in their community); (c) reflection on the SJ construct (studies where

authors reflected on the meaning of the SJ construct and its relation with the SL experience).

2.3 | Study selection

The systematic search process included four phases (see Figure 1), led by the authors (i.e., a doctoral student and a

faculty member). Both authors established the eligibility criteria and searched, screened and coded the studies. After

conducting electronic searches using the databases and search terms described, Phase 1 involved preliminary screen-

ing of the titles to identify potential duplicates. The search resulted in 555 studies, of which 125 were duplicates. In

Phase 2, articles were assessed for meeting Study Criteria (a): study characteristics inclusion. This resulted in the

removal of 150 records which were either not published, non-peer-reviewed or not written in English. In Phase 3, full

articles were retrieved and further assessed for meeting the Study Criteria (b) and Study Criteria (c). This resulted in
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an additional 233 records being removed from the study for the following reasons: 10 records had no full-text avail-

ability; 10 records were from non-academic settings (e.g., K-12 settings); 134 records were non-empirical studies

(i.e., conceptual works, essays, reflective papers, methodological papers, review papers and self-studies); 79 records

were not explicitly focused on SL or SJ (i.e., poor SJ reflection, non-SL experiences, no SL samples specified, no SJ

references, etc.). Phase 4 involved the analysis of all the remaining articles (i.e., 47 records), following the standards

for such reviews. The screening criteria were systematically defined. Each record was independently reviewed by

each of the two researchers. Then, the researchers met to resolve any discrepancies in their analysis.

2.4 | Data items

The articles' analysis can be summarized in three main sections reported below.

Records retrieved using databases 
(Scopus and Web of science)

(n=555)

Duplicate records are removed
(n=125)

Records screened 
(n=430)

Inclusion criteria:
- Published
- Wri�en in English
- Peer-reviewed publica�on

Full-text ar�cles assessed for 
eligibility
(n=280)

Ar�cles included in the 
synthesis 
(n=47)

Records excluded
(n=150)

Exclusion criteria:
- Not published
- Wri�en in Spanish
- Non-peer reviewed

Id
en

�fi
ca

�o
n

Keywords used to search �tles and abstracts included:
("service-learning"OR "service learning) AND ("social 

jus�ce")

Sc
re

en
in

g
El

ig
ib

ili
ty

In
cl

us
io

n

Records excluded
(n=233)

Exclusion criteria:
- No full-text 
- Non-academic 

se�ngs
- Not SJ or SL focused
- Non-empirical studies 

(i.e., reflec�ve paper)

F IGURE 1 Flow diagram, Identification, screening and eligibility of the review sample. Source: Moher
et al. (2009).
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2.5 | Study characteristics

Study author(s)’ discipline and country were recorded for each study. Furthermore, study methods were coded as quan-

titative, qualitative or mixed research methods (these codes were mutually exclusive). In addition, where possible, each

study design was coded as stated in the article, including: grounded theory, critical discourse analysis (CDA), critical eth-

nography, multi-sited ethnography, ethnographic case study, case study, cohort sequential, experimental, cross-sectional,

quasi-experimental, two-phase exploratory, comparative, pre/post and/or longitudinal. Research instruments included

questionnaires, semi-structured interviews, field logs, reflective papers/journals, focus groups, observations, collection of

documents, essays, portfolios, photographs and artefacts. Participants included college, university and Ph.D. students in

the SL experiences, alumni, researchers and community members (e.g., teachers, K-12 students, community partners).

Sample sizes were recorded, and, where possible, demographics were reported, including age, gender and ethnicity.

2.6 | Social justice construct

For each study, references to the SJ construct were collected. Six papers [3,13,18,19,26,29]1 included references to the con-

struct's distributive and procedural justice dimension that pushes individuals and communities towards more equitable socie-

ties (Bell, 2007; Chambers, 2009; Goodman et al., 2004;Warren, 1998). Following these dimensions of SJ, two articles [20,38]

focused on the role of psychology, and community psychology in particular, in dismantling oppressive social systems

(APA, 2003; Prilleltensky, 2001; Torres-Harding, Steele, Schulz, Taha, & Pico, 2014). Other articles [8,21,28,40,41,42]

highlighted the relevance of the SJ dimension for the training of prospective teachers (Ayers, Hunt, & Quinn, 1998;

Guyton, 2000; Hawkins &Norton, 2009); while one article [45] emphasized the relevance of the SJ approach tomental health

services (Graham, 1999). The most common perspective adopted by the papers [6,11,30,31,34,36,37,39,43,46] presented SJ

as intertwined with experiential and reflexive experiences like SL, especially in its critical form (Boyle-Baise & Langford, 2004;

Donahue, 1999; Donahue, Bowyer, & Rosenberg, 2003; Einfeld & Collins, 2008; Freire, 1970 2000;Mitchell, 2007; Sensoy &

DiAngelo, 2014). Other papers [1,2,4,7,10,14,16,22,23,24,25,32,33] highlighted how SL is an empowering approach that lets

students experience a sense of agency as citizens, working on civically engaged activities. These studies focused on students

developing values and a personal sense of social responsibility, indicating SJ as one of the most desirable SL outcomes

(Barker, 2000; Beatty, 2010; Bennett, 2003; Chupp & Joseph, 2010; Jacoby & Associates, 2009; Kaye, 2010; Sofka &

Lynskey, 2011; Westheimer & Kahne, 2004; Yep, 2011). Two papers [17,35] contemplated SL experiences as a means to

move students along a continuum from providing charity towards promoting SJ (Kendall, 1990; Morton, 1997). Finally, some

additional distinctions of the constructs were reported in some articles, such as “disability justice” to describe and understand

disability as an issue of SJ [12] (Ostiguy, Peters, & Shlasko, 2016), and “just sustainability” as the need to ensure a better quality
of life for all in a just and equitable manner [27] (Agyeman, Bullard, & Evans, 2002). Five articles [5,9,15,44,47] had no explicit

reference to the SJ framework in the literature section, but they embedded reflections on the construct throughout the experi-

ence and in the discussion and conclusion. For this reason, theywere therefore included in the analysis.

2.7 | Social justice outcomes associated with Service-Learning

Students' social justice outcomes were outlined as any change in participants' understanding of reality and/or

improvement of their beliefs and action towards justice. The outcomes identified included the following:

a. Improvement in the students' SJ beliefs; SL students became more interested in issues of SJ and diversity

[9,16,30,37,47] by reflecting on their perspectives and privilege while engaging in different contexts

[5,27,35,43,45]. SJ beliefs were significantly improved in SL students when compared to non-service activi-

ties [29].
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b. Changes in students' attitudes towards SJ; SL compelled students to respond to pressing issues in society by chal-

lenging current norms and engaging in altruistic behaviours [1,15,23,34,36]. SL enabled community members'

empowerment against injustice with the help of students' commitment [10], reframed students' approach to dis-

ability [11,12], migration [31] and underserved communities [13,14], while orienting them towards a more social

justice-oriented perspective on citizenship [2,3]. These effects were stronger in SL students when compared to

other experiential or didactic activities [25,42] and when SL post-surveys are compared to SL pre-surveys [33].

c. Deeper students' critical understanding; SL represented a way for students to increase their awareness of SJ and

civic responsibilities [4,18,20,39], see how communities are affected by inequalities [8,19,44], experience the

emotional toll of their impact on the issues they encountered [22,26]. This focus on critical understanding is

reported to be one of the key aspects of preventing SL from being a “charitable exercise” that replicates and rein-

forces oppressive systems and ensures that the discourse of social justice becomes more entrenched in the stu-

dents' frames of reference as citizens and future professionals [6,7,21,28,38,41].

Finally, a minority of articles (n = 4) reported a lack of change connected to the SL experiences. For example,

two studies found that SL was not significantly relevant to helping students injustice compared to participants' per-

sonal history of experienced inequalities [17,24]. And, two other studies identified students' incapability of verbaliz-

ing and theorizing SJ values as an issue [40,46]. Furthermore, one study [32] reported lower scores on social justice

responsibility after the SL experience. A response-shift bias explained this phenomenon, which occurs when students

overestimate their self-reported competencies at the time of the pretest and, through the course of a particular

intervention, recognize that their actual skill level was much lower than what they initially reported (Rohs &

Langone, 1997). In this sense, SL might be perceived as a positive experience that makes students more aware.

3 | RESULTS

Table 1 provides a summary of all the included studies, each identified by a number from 1 to 47. Of the 47 studies,

the majority were qualitative (n = 34), and the remaining were quantitative (n = 8) and mixed-method (n = 5). More

than half of the studies (n = 27) had a case study design and included interviews and/or focus groups for data collec-

tion (n = 31). This result demonstrates the popularity of the qualitative method and case study to examine SL experi-

ences in general (Donahue, 1999). The majority of the articles (n = 20) was published by authors belonging to

educational disciplines, followed by psychology (n = 8; i.e., community, counselling, educational and school psychol-

ogy), cross-disciplinary (n = 8), health science (n = 3), anthropology (n = 1), audiology (n = 1), chemistry (n = 1),

counselling (n = 1), food and nutrition science (n = 1), nursing (n = 1), social work (n = 1) and sociology (n = 1).

All the included studies were conducted and published in the last two decades (i.e., from 2004 to 2021), with

the vast majority of them published after 2011 (n = 36) and the remaining before 2010 (n = 11). This result aligns

with the renewed interest in theorizing about justice itself that emerged in the latter half of the twentieth century

(Weigert, 2015).

In terms of their locations, most of the studies were conducted in the United States (n = 27), 5 in South Africa,

3 in the Philippines, 2 in China, 1 in Canada, 1 in Chile, 1 in Ecuador, 1 in India, 1 in Mauritius, 1 in Pakistan, 1 in

Singapore, 1 in Spain, 1 in Switzerland (with SL activities in Rwanda and Kenya), and 1 in the United Kingdom.

Almost all of the articles involved students (college, university, master, Ph.D., alumni) as exclusive participants of

the study (n = 39). Seven studies involved scholars and community members (e.g., researchers, teachers, elder adults,

high school students) in addition to university students; and one study focused exclusively on community members

(i.e., teachers and two groups of school students) to collect data over the SJ dimension of the SL experience. This

confirms the findings that speak to a relative lack of studies focusing on community members, and community part-

ners in the SL literature (Compare, Pieri, & Albanesi, 2022).
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The sample size mean of the studies was Msize = 51.6 with a high standard deviation value (SD = 83), with two

missing values. The majority of the studies involved less than 30 participants (n = 28; participants' range 3–30),

twelve studies had less than 100 participants (participants' range 37–72), and five studies worked with more than

100 participants (participants' range 149–396). The small sample sizes is an indication of the SL experience, which is

often conducted with small groups of students. It is also reflective of the constraints of the qualitative methodology,

which, according to some scholars, reaches data saturation with a sample size of 12 (Braun & Clarke, 2013).

The target communities of the studies were very heterogeneous and primarily involved youth (n = 26; e.g., low-

income children, at-risk adolescents, homeless youth, adolescents with medical conditions, survivors of abuse).

16 studies involved adults and older adults, and five studies did not specify the target community of the SL activities.

4 | DISCUSSION

This study's general objective was to analyse the characteristics of social justice-oriented SL experiences by carrying

out a systematic review of the papers that document experiences of SL informed by a social justice framework. SL's

capacity to contribute to a better understanding of social justice and as a way to mobilize youth against injustice and

inequality is quite often treated as an intrinsic feature of SL or its added value.

Regarding the first research question (RQ1), we see that only around 17% of the studies initially identified met

the selection criteria (phase 1 and phase 2 screening excluded). Moreover, 34% of the screened-out studies had poor

or no reflection on the SJ construct (e.g., SJ only stated as a keyword or as an outcome in the abstract section but

nowhere else investigated). This result suggests that social justice in most SL research has been used as an overarch-

ing theme, poorly defined and seldomly operationalized. This result resonates with Butin's (2010b) concerns about

the “mythical equivalence” of social justice in SL as a neutral and already agreed-upon principle.

With regard to the geographical representation of the publications and methodological concerns, our results

align with recent reviews (Camilli Trujillo, Cuervo Calvo, García Gil, & Bonastre Valles, 2021; Stewart &

Wubbena, 2015). Although it may be affected by the language and the “Service-Learning” term selection criteria, the

prevalence of US publications (58%, n = 27) is more likely to reflect the more extensive adoption of SL programs in

North America compared to other areas of the world. Camilli Trujillo et al. (2021) suggested that qualitative method-

ology is prevalent in SL research and asked for more methodological strength in SL research, calling for more mixed-

method studies, where qualitative data can corroborate quantitative results and lead to additional insights not

gleaned from one approach alone (Creswell, 2015; Creswell & Plano Clark, 2017). The results of our review con-

verged with those suggestions. Only five articles adopted a mixed-method design to understand the processes that

occur during the various stages/activities of social justice-oriented SL. However, mixed-method has proven to be

very effective in understanding the degree and processes of change (Albanesi, Prati, Guarino, & Cicognani, 2021). All

papers emphasized reflection as SL's core process, which underpins its capacity to push students towards more sig-

nificant engagement with SJ. The emphasis on the reflection process explains the methodological choices of the

reviewed papers. There was a clear preference for case studies, where the case is considered contingent, requiring

analysis and recognition of the situational context in which the SL takes shape. Radley and Chamberlain (2012) claim

that to comprehend how individuals engage their worlds necessitates an acknowledgment of agency and, with that,

of particularity. Agency is a core dimension of SL: students are engaged in the community; they learn by doing and

reflecting. To understand the process that prioritized SJ concerns, most reviewed papers explicitly focused on stu-

dents’ experience by analysing their service within SL and how their doing affected their worldviews.

Even though 72% (n = 34) of the studies used qualitative methodologies which acknowledge the contextual

nature of knowledge creation, only 17% (n = 8) of the studies incorporated the faculty's and/or the community

members’ perspectives. Triangulating perspectives can contribute to understanding the reflective process and how it

operates in SL, but in more than 80% of the studies, faculty and community members’ perspective and voice are

missing. This finding seems to contradict the emphasis that the SL field places on reciprocity (Dostilio et al., 2012), as
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faculty and community members were not seen as active actors in the changes that occur as a result of the SL

experience.

For the second research question (RQ2), the studies present an interesting picture of what SJ is in the SL com-

munity. First, SJ is a principle that pushes individuals and communities towards equity and equality, influencing dif-

ferent academic fields (e.g., psychology, mental health science, education). This transdisciplinary approach suggests

the SJ construct's relevance in transforming societies through the training of more responsible and justice-oriented

citizens and professionals.

Moreover, the findings show that social justice concepts have been embraced by, and embedded in, community

discourse as it pertains to different social issues such as sustainability and disability rights. This shows the pervasive-

ness and relevance of social justice, equity and equality as concepts in various social contexts.

Finally, the findings showed that students develop a sense of civic agency and sense of social responsibility as a

result of SL's experiential and self-reflexive pedagogy. This greatly facilitates students’ deep understanding of power

dynamics and systemic inequities.

Regarding the third research question (RQ3), our review highlights that SL delivers, in a structured way

(e.g., experiential learning, engagement with vulnerable and underprivileged communities, reflection activities),

opportunities for students' engagement to directly address SJ issues. It also showed evidence of the outcomes

related to SJ in SL experiences, such as (a) fostering significant improvement of students' SJ beliefs, (b) initiating

changes in students' attitudes development of altruistic behaviours and commitment to SJ, and (c) students' critical

understanding by sparking questioning processes over personal assumptions of inequalities.

While the findings provided a clearer picture of the outcomes of SJ-oriented SL experiences for university stu-

dents, outcomes for faculty, community partners or community members were not clarified. What kind of knowledge

and understanding do faculty and community partners gain in terms of their capacity to promote social justice? Are

they encouraged by encounters with youth to envisage different dimensions of injustice? Are they questioning or

discussing their privilege as part of the process? The review only partially answers the second question; one of the

studies [9], reported how in a deep rural context in India, young women were empowered by the experience and

exchange with students to take a stance against the destruction of female foetus life and bring back the value of girls

and women in such communities. Unfortunately, the review did not answer other questions and did not shed light

on how SL experiences support or hinder instructors and faculty concerning their own civically engaged and SJ-

oriented scholarship. However, more than one scholar (Bringle, Hatcher, & Williams, 2011) claims that it would be

essential to explain the perspectives and the differences between the groups that form part of the SL project.

For our last research question (RQ4), we found that many SJ-oriented SL experiences engaged students with

vulnerable youth (58%, n = 27). This result could be explained by the fact that SL is popular in teacher education and

medical programs (Salam et al., 2019). To our knowledge, no previous review has systematically analysed who the

beneficiaries of SL experiences are, representing an original contribution of this study. It would be interesting to

understand to what extent the target community in SJ-oriented SL is chosen based on relevance (Butin, 2010b) and

on identification (e.g., where youth can choose whom to work with and choose to do it with other youth because

they see their peers' reality closer to theirs), rather than as the result of a “technical” consequence of the curriculum.

5 | CONCLUSION

Service-Learning is perceived as a means to orient students' attitudes towards SJ, fostering actions to create greater

social equity (Rockquermore & Schaffer, 2000). In our findings, SL is confirmed to be a positive learning experience

that engages students in social justice-oriented actions. Indeed, most studies report positive changes in students'

relationships with the SJ construct. Nevertheless, SL also represents a tough challenge. As previous research indi-

cates, poorly structured SL experiences can reinforce stereotypes and fail to uncover the root causes of social ineq-

uities (Boyle-Baise, 2002; Gallini & Moely, 2003; Mtawa & Wilson-Strydom, 2018). If related power dynamics are
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not taken into account, SL risks perpetuating, rather than challenging, oppressive social relations (Hart &

Akhurst, 2017).

According to Hart and Akhurst (2017), SL supports learning in community psychology by fostering the develop-

ment of anti-oppressive community practice. However, it also can be corrosive by endorsing neoliberal and manage-

rial interests through its advancement of the employability agenda. In this perspective, SL represents a way to

deliver community psychology-oriented experiences, allowing students to engage in transformative learning situa-

tions based on stepping outside their comfort zones to develop a critical awareness that supports anti-oppressive

action (Sakamoto & Pitner, 2005). Despite being considered an interesting vehicle for promoting and developing crit-

ical community psychology practice (Mitchell, 2008), studies conducted by psychology scholars are a minority of the

sample (17%; n = 8), with only one coming from the community psychology field.

We acknowledge some limitations, such as adopting exclusive categories like the English language, the higher edu-

cation context or the fact that we only reviewed empirical studies. Almost half of the excluded papers on this topic

(48%; n = 134) are reflexive, conceptual and methodological papers and essays that argue the meaning of SJ in SL

experiences. While we decided to focus on the empirical studies in this review because we wanted to collect research-

based evidence, further studies should also focus on non-empirical studies. Reflective papers of SL instructors or

scholars engaged in SL institutionalization could be a source of understanding of the faculty perspective on SL's capac-

ity to promote SJ or, even more interestingly, the relevance of SJ as a motive for adopting SL methodology.

Another limitation concerns the terminology connected to SL experiences. We are aware that some studies use

other terms interchangeably (e.g., community-based learning or community-engaged). However, we decided to rely

on the most common -and precise- term to refer to these kinds of methodology. Future studies can also use more

inclusive search strategies and rely on different databases.

Despite these limitations, our paper provides different insights on the role of SJ in SL experiences.

The review highlights how, as soon as general renewed interest in theorizing SJ values arose, researchers started

to empirically look for relationships between SJ and SL. So, the timespan of the publications emphasizes the strong

perceived connection between these two frameworks.

The paper also contributed to clarifying the target community of SJ-oriented SL experiences, offering a reflec-

tion on the meaning of involving young community members when promoting experiential and community-based

learning such as SL to university students.

Furthermore, the paper highlights the need for methodological rigour in designing SL empirical research (only 8 of

39 studies that used ad-hoc surveys, semi-structured interviews, or focus groups provided items wording or guidelines)

and detailing the involved participants (only 30% of studies specified the participants' gender, age and ethnicity).

Finally, our findings offer insights on the role of community psychology in advancing Social Justice-oriented

Service-Learning research, encouraging more participatory research capable of triangulating the voice of different

actors (students, faculty, community partners and community members), facing the challenges to work towards liber-

ation and transformation, rather than merely amelioration (Nelson & Prilleltensky, 2010).

6 | FUTURE RESEARCH DIRECTIONS

One last contribution of this study concerns understanding future research needs. We propose different indications

to guide future research directions and efforts.

This study uncovered how sometimes SJ is used as a label rather than an approach. Moreover, we presented

how poor reflections on power dynamics and systemic injustice can be corrosive to students' understanding and

stance for justice. Therefore, the first indication is related to authentically embedding the social justice construct into

the SL experience, clarifying SJ meaning and conceptualization, and recognizing the value and the additional reflexive

work it entails, compared with the philanthropic approach. In this regard, we encourage SJ committed faculty mem-

bers and community organizations to bring this perspective explicitly into SL classes and in the SL discourse when
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establishing university-community partnerships. Both academic curriculum and practice can benefit from integrating

a profound reflection on the capacity of promoting SJ, leading to a discussion on privilege and challenging injustice.

Although previous studies have provided evidence on the effects of SJ-oriented SL experiences, further research

is needed. For instance, studies have mainly involved students as participants, losing the faculty's and community

partners’ perspectives on their capacity to promote and pursue SJ in the academic and community settings. More-

over, without their voice, it is unclear whether the SJ approach is part of a greater agenda or is limited to the

reported experience. Therefore, future studies should focus on including other actors besides students.

This is particularly true for the target community of the SL experiences. Very little is known about how community

members that are involved perceive these experiences or to what extent they impact their lives and understanding of

systemic injustice. Future studies should investigate how SL raises awareness among the beneficiaries of SJ-oriented SL

experiences. In this aspect, the community psychology approach might represent an added value, uncovering and mobi-

lizing resources from within communities and adopting participatory approaches to analyse and collect impact.

Finally, concerning methodological approaches and measurement development, we remark the call for rigour in

doing SL research. Future studies should include more longitudinal mix-method perspectives, use existing scales

more consistently and adopt (shared) qualitative instruments in their work. It is essential to clarify which SJ-oriented

SL processes contribute to stimulating SJ positioning and action to support its development in SL design.
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