
Service-learning in Higher 
Education 

Case-Study: Steps in the Institutionalisation Process at 
KU Leuven (Catholic University Leuven, Belgium) 

 
 

Nicolas Standaert, Maaike Mottart, Sara Vantournhout 



• KU Leuven ‘private’ university (1425)     

> 50.000 (Dutch speaking) students 

• 15 Faculties: study programmes designed 
by Faculties and Departments 

• Service-Learning was/is basically unknown: 
started only 4-5 years ago 

• Initiated by individuals in a very large 
institution 

 

• Initial start: small survey of what was available without 
being called ‘Service-learning’: snowball effect 

   Case study: Context 

Brussels 



• PREMISES: 
 
– Academic: embed service-learning in academic courses 
– Choice between university-wide course or individual courses 
– It is very difficult to create a new course 
– Once a course is accepted by the local education council, it lasts for 20 

years 

 
• ACTIONS: 

 
– Spreading the word: information and visibility 
– Bottom-up: work with those who are willing to do so: enthusiasm 
– Support them to create a new course (pedagogic and logistic) 

 

 

   Outset 



• What did we do and how are 
different actors involved in the 
process?  

PROCESS 

• What are the different aspects that 
come into play (simultaneously 
and overlapping?) 

DOMAINS OF 
ACTION 

 
Final goal: sustainable embedding in the structure and culture of 
the university 

 

Mottart, Maaike. (2017). Institutionele inbedding van service-learning: enkele handvaten voor een duurzame 
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Top-
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up 

Centralized support 

-Pedagogical 

-Logistical 

-Recognition, 

visibility 

-Starting from existing initiatives 

(survey of existing practices) 

-Pilot projects: pilot courses 

-Professional learning communities 
 

Quality control 

Serve 

Reflect 

Learn 

Pilot courses 

 PROCESS: Interplay bottom-up and top-down 
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 PROCESS: Structure KU Leuven: Service-learning team 



• JUNE: 
– Call for pilot projects: application process: course description and commitment 

(study program integration) 
• SEPTEMBER - OCTOBER: 

– Acceptance of projectstake-in meeting to clarify mutual expectations and necessary 
adjustments: “serve – reflect – learn” 

• NOVEMBER – DECEMBER: 
– Preparation of learning agreement for ECTS (European Credit Transfer System): 

including learning goals and personal formation (values) goals 
– Presentation at Resonance Board 
– Acceptance by local teaching council 

• JANUARY: 
– Acceptance by central education council 

• FEBRUARY-MAY: 
– Teacher training sessions for reflection, grading, … 
– Network with other service-learning courses 
– Facilitating partnerships 
– Incentive: 3500 Euro for new / 1500 for revised course 

• SEPTEMBER: 
– Start of new course 

 

  ACTIONS: Support for pilot courses in service-learning 



• WHAT IS SERVICE-LEARNING? 
– Serve – reflect - learn 

• REFLECTION IN SERVICE-LEARNING 
– Introduction to pedagogy of service-learning and practical examples 

• INCLUSION AND DIVERSITY 
– Stereotypes and prejudices 
– Discrimination and stigmatisation 
– Micro-agressions 

• SOCIAL PARTNERS 
– Working together with social partners 
– Communication with partners 
– Types of social partners 

• COMMUNICATION 
– Verbal and non-verbal communication 
– Listening 
– Interaction 

• INTERCULTURAL INTERACTION 
– In course of development 

 

  ACTIONS: Online modules for all courses (in Dutch) 



INFORMATION 

NETWORKING 
PROFESSIONALISATION 

PILOT COURSES 

RESEARCH 

  DOMAINS OF ACTIONS 

Serve, reflect, learn  



Pharmacy 

Criminology 

+ theology 

History 
 

Engineering 

Sciences 

Teacher 
training 

Social economy 

  25 COURSES in 4 YEARS 



INSTITUTION TEACHING STAFF STUDENTS PARTNERS 

COORDINATION SERVICE-LEARNING: 
CENTRAL HUB 

-link with mission 
-policy support / 
educational priorities 
-articulation of contribution 
of SL to other goals 
-internal marketing 

- achieve generally accepted 
consensus about SL 
-professionalisation /research 
-support/incentives 
-common online modules 
-managing turn-over 

-reciprocity 
-expectation management 
/databank 
-sustainable partnerships 

-to inform 
-student participation 
at different levels 
-student ambassadors   

 Coordinating role at central level  
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EMBEDDING IN SOCIETY 



 Conclusion 

  
 

Conclusion: Start from existing initiatives and enthusiasm 
  
BUT 

 
“Keep the definition straight” (service-learning should not become an 

umbrella term) 

Serve, reflect, learn  



 Want to find out more? 

https://www.kuleuven.be/english/education/sl 



 


