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ABSTRACT 
Aim/Purpose The aim of this study is to explore the role of service-learning in Information 

Systems (IS) education.  

Background While the use of modern technologies presents many operational benefits, 
such as the lowering of the costs, it may also aggravate social-economic is-
sues. IS professionals should account for these issues as well as exhibit the 
skills demanded by modern-day employers. Hence, why there is a need for IS 
educators to adopt a new pedagogy that supports the development of more 
holistic and socially responsible IS graduates. 

Methodology In this qualitative exploratory case study, two IS service-learning courses at a 
South African university were studied. Interviews, course evaluations, and re-
flection essays were analyzed to gain insight into the implications that service-
learning may have for students.  

Contribution This study contributes to IS education research by advancing discussions on 
the role of service-learning in providing learning outcomes such as the devel-
opment of important skills in IS, civic-mindedness, and active participation in 
society. 

Findings The findings showed that the courses had different implications for students 
developing skills that are important in IS and becoming civic-minded due to 
the variation in their design and implementation. 

Recommendations  
for Practitioners 

It is recommended that IS educators present their courses in the form of ser-
vice-learning with a careful selection of readings, projects, and reflection ac-
tivities.   
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Recommendations  
for Researchers  

IS education researchers are advised to conduct longitudinal studies to gain 
more insight into the long-term implications that service-learning may have 
for IS students. 

Impact on Society This paper provides insight into how IS students may gain social agency and 
a better understanding of their role in society. 

Future Research It is recommended that future research focus on mediating factors and the 
implications that service-learning may have for IS students in the long-term. 

Keywords information systems, service-learning, education, reflection, critical thinking, 
social awareness, teamwork, community 

INTRODUCTION 
Information communication technology (ICT) advances are rapidly transforming how organizations 
and societies function (Cascio & Montealegre, 2016; Topi, 2019). While ICT advances may improve 
productivity and reduce costs, they may also aggravate unemployment, oppression, and the digital di-
vide (Cascio & Montealegre, 2016; Connolly, 2012). Hence, why there is a need for more holistic and 
socially responsible Information Systems (IS) graduates.  

IS educators should provide students with “educational experiences that are both effective and com-
prehensive, reaching from technical expertise to new business models and value-based ethical analysis 
of impact” (Topi, 2019, p. 1). The way in which IT related subjects are taught impacts the quality of 
learning outcomes being delivered to students (Anderson, 2017; Saulnier, 2005). This supports the 
need for further research on IS-relevant pedagogies (Topi, 2019).  

This qualitative exploratory study will consider service-learning as a potential pedagogy for yielding 
more socially responsible IS graduates that exhibit both technical and soft skills. Service-learning may 
be described as a form of experiential learning that involves serving the community (Bringle & 
Hatcher, 1995; Furco, 1996). So far it is unclear what implications service-learning may have for IS 
students. This is because there is limited empirical research on the role of service-learning in IS edu-
cation. This study aims to address this by answering the following research question: What is the role 
of service-learning in IS education in a developing country context? To answer this research question, 
both an undergraduate and postgraduate service-learning course have been closely examined at a 
South African university.  

It is expected that this study will contribute to IS education research by providing insight into the 
role of service-learning in IS education and its implications for learning outcomes, such as the devel-
opment of important skills in IS, civic-mindedness, and active citizenship. Practically, the study will 
provide IS educators with insight into means of incorporating service-learning into undergraduate 
and postgraduate courses as well as highlight some of the expected outcomes.  

First, past literature will be reviewed. This will be followed by the research methodology. Findings 
will then be reviewed and discussed.  Subsequently, limitations of the study will be highlighted, and 
conclusions will be drawn from the findings.  

LITERATURE REVIEW 

SERVICE-LEARNING 
Service-learning may be defined as a rich form of experiential learning that involves community en-
gagement (Fink, 2003; Saulnier, 2005). Some definitions of service-learning tend to place more em-
phasis on academic learning (Furco, 1996), while others focus more on the service component 
(Bringle & Hatcher, 1995). Regardless of the focus, the pedagogy must constitute the following four 
elements, also known as the four Rs (Butin, 2003): 



Feyt & Mwalemba 

105 

• Relevance: Service-learning courses need to be relevant to the different stakeholders by 
bearing credits (Furco, 1996; Mooney & Edwards, 2001), satisfying community needs 
(Dalmida et al., 2016), and supporting learning needs through meaningful application of the-
oretical content (Lee, 2012). 

• Respect: Students need to respect members of the community and their perspectives, cul-
tural traditions, and efforts to overcome socioeconomic challenges (Butin, 2003; Carver, 
1997; Marullo, 1998). 

• Reciprocity: Reciprocity refers to the existence of mutually beneficial and authentic rela-
tionships between students and the community (Bringle & Hatcher, 1995; Martin et al., 
2017). 

• Reflection: Students must reflect critically throughout the duration of a service-learning 
course or module (Eyler, 2002; Hoxmeier & Lenk, 2003). Critical reflection requires students 
to embrace ambiguity and question their own assumptions and unjustified beliefs (Bringle et 
al., 2011; Mezirow, 1997). Transformative learning may be triggered once students start to 
address their assumptions in response to their introspection (Mezirow, 1997).   

FORMS AND IMPLICATIONS OF SERVICE-LEARNING 
While various forms of service-learning may share similarities such as the four Rs, they may differ 
with respect to learning goals, outcomes and approaches as well as in terms of service type and the 
perspective that individuals may have of service-learning (Bheekie & van Huyssteen, 2015; Britt, 
2012; Morton, 1995). Table 1 illustrates the various forms of service-learning.  

Table 1. Forms of service-learning 
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The arrow represents how service-learning becomes more critical as students invest more time in re-
lationship-building and express a greater sense of concern (Britt, 2012; Butin, 2003; Morton, 1995).  
This paper will focus on the implications that different forms of service-learning may have for stu-
dents developing skills, becoming civic-minded, and being actively involved in efforts to promote so-
cial change. 

Skill set development 
Service-learning should assist students in developing skills, competencies, self-efficacy, and critical 
thinking (Britt, 2012; McLeod, 2017). In the past, service-learning has been used in STEM (Science, 
Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics) courses to improve the employability of graduates (San-
tiago-Ortiz, 2019). 

Literature shows that employers are demanding more holistic IS graduates who possess both tech-
nical and soft skills (Gruzdev et al., 2018; Pratt et al., 2014). The development, operation and man-
agement of complex systems and processes in a dynamic environment require IS professionals to 
work well in teams, analyze complex problems, innovate, and empathize with prospective system us-
ers (Whitney & Daniels, 2013). They should also be capable of communicating clearly with a diverse 
group of people (Karanja et al., 2016; Taylor, 2016). In general, IS professionals should exhibit strong 
communication skills, such as effective listening, which is considered essential for requirements elici-
tation (Moody, 2002). Other soft skills that are considered important include courtesy, creativity, and 
resilience (Taylor, 2016).  

There is a general belief that ICTs may be used to support and promote efforts of sustainability 
(Klimova et al., 2016; Scott et al., 2012). Even though IS theory has been adjusted to include elements 
of sustainability, there is still a need for students to develop creativity, interdisciplinary thinking, emo-
tional intelligence, and commitment (Sandri, 2013; Scott et al., 2012; Shrivastava, 2010). Literature 
suggests that service-learning may assist in fostering sustainability-related competencies and interdisci-
plinary interaction among IS students (Halberstadt et al.., 2019; Molderez & Fonseca, 2018). 

Civic-mindedness 
Service-learning may have implications for students becoming civic-minded (Bringle et al., 2011; 
Morton, 1995). Civic-minded graduates are characterized as being socially aware and responsible, as 
well as respectful of diversity (Bringle et al., 2011). Figure 1 shows how these characteristics may be 
classified into the following four categories: knowledge, skills, dispositions, and behavioral intentions 
(Bringle et al., 2011; Bringle & Steinberg, 2010). 

The pedagogy tends to expose students to different cultures and socio-economic conditions (Schelbe 
et al., 2014). This might explain why service-learning may support students in becoming culturally 
competent (Chen et al., 2012) as well as socially aware and responsible (Molderez & Fonseca, 2018; 
Schelbe et al., 2014). O’Lawrence (2019) highlights the importance of cultural diversity within the 
workplace as it allows for mutual respect and an increase in productivity by having a positive work-
place culture as well as support innovation efforts with the sharing of different perspectives. Accord-
ing to him, individuals may only be successful if they are able to question their own culture and views 
while being open to that of others.  

According to Qureshi (2015), IS professionals should contribute to society in a positive way by sup-
porting development efforts. This relates to the concept of social trustee of knowledge, which refers 
to students feeling responsible to use their knowledge to better society (Bringle et al., 2011). There is 
a need for IS graduates with social responsibility and agency. ICT projects tend to fail in developing 
countries due to design-reality gaps, miscommunication and a lack of infrastructure and evidence-
based practices (Heeks, 2002; Heeks, 2008; Mwalemba, 2019). This relates to the need for South Af-
rican IS students to have a better understanding of how they may effectively use technologies to 
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address challenges in the South African context which consists of marginalized groups and rural ar-
eas with poor infrastructure (Khene, 2015).  

 
Figure 1. The elements of civic-minded graduate.  

(based on Bringle & Steinberg, 2010 and Bringle et al., 2011) 

It also has been observed that ICT4D researchers do not closely engage with communities and urge 
the adoption of policies to promote research (Harris, 2016). ICT for Development (ICT4D) is a field 
or stream that focusses on the use of ICTs to support development activities (Khene, 2015). It may 
be argued that ICT4D service-learning projects may provide opportunities for students to interact 
with multiple stakeholders, work under real-life constraints, and consider both the technical and so-
cial aspects of system development (Lopez et al., 2015).  

Ethical behavior has become a concern within organizations (Grant & Grant, 2010; Pless et al., 2012) 
with IT ethical issues being considered as complex (Phukan, 2002). Fleischmann et al. (2011) claims 
that IS students need to engage with ethical decision-making to become aware of ethical system de-
sign and the diverse ethical perspectives that exist within a globalized society and workplace (Fleisch-
mann et al., 2011). Studies have shown that community involvement during degree programs, such as 
service-learning, may allow students to gain social responsibility (Bringle & Hatcher, 1995; Garibay, 
2018). Andrews (2007) also considers service-learning a good pedagogy for ethics-related courses as 
it allows students to exercise moral judgement. 

Active citizenship 
The most critical form of service-learning, as seen in Table 1, involves transformational efforts to 
promote social justice and bring about long-lasting social change (Butin, 2015). Service-learning in its 
most critical form has the potential for reconciliation (Pratt & Danyluk, 2017), the development of 
authentic relationships (Mitchell, 2008), deeper reflection (Santiago-Ortiz, 2019), civic action (Lopez 
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et al., 2015; Winston, 2015), the deconstruction of power relations, and social justice (Asghar & 
Rowe, 2017; Grain & Lund, 2016). Hence, students may become active citizens (Mitchell, 2008).  

Hoskins et al. (2006) define active citizenship as “participation in civil society, community, and/or 
political life, characterized by mutual respect and non-violence and in accordance with human rights 
and democracy” (p. 4). Exercising active citizenship may involve community engagement, advocacy 
and giving rise to social change (Hoskins & Mascherini, 2009).  

It is believed that service-learning may support decolonization efforts as students may gain 
knowledge relating to the local community (Said et al., 2015). The success rate of system projects in 
developing countries may increase if IS professionals can draw from local context experiences and 
consequently account for users’ needs, cultural beliefs, perspectives, digital literacy levels, and re-
quirements (Dwivedi et al., 2014; Heeks, 2008). When using service-learning to decolonize IS educa-
tion, the pedagogy needs to be considered from Butin’s (2003) poststructuralist perspective. Tradi-
tional short-term service-learning tends to replicate colonial practices in the sense that students are 
inserted into communities just for them to leave after the project without a meaningful and long-last-
ing contribution to the community (Santiago-Ortiz, 2019; Tryon et al., 2008).  

METHODOLOGY 
A qualitative exploratory case study was conducted to gain an understanding of the role of service-
learning in IS education and the implications that this pedagogy may have for the achievement of 
high-quality learning outcomes within a specific context. The scope of the study is limited to the 
learning outcomes relating to the development of important skills in IS, civic-mindedness, and active 
participation. 

According to Lazar and Lidtke (2002), service-learning may be incorporated into several different IS 
courses so that students may learn more about database design, online communities, networking, and 
human-computer interaction. Students may also provide training or create user manuals. In this 
study, two IS service-learning courses at a South African university were examined: a third-year Pro-
ject Management (PM) course, and an honors Service In Context (SIC) course. The PM course is 
taught in the last year of an IS undergraduate degree program. In South Africa, a Bachelor of Honors 
degree is a postgraduate qualification in which students are introduced to the process of conducting 
research (Department of Education, South Africa, 2007). The authors chose to study the PM and 
SIC course because, at the university, they are the only courses in the IS department that utilizes the 
service-learning pedagogy. Table 2 highlights the main differences between the two courses. 

Table 2. IS service-learning courses 

Course Project Management (PM) Service in Context (SIC) 
Year 2019 2019 
Objective Teaching students about project 

management practices while expos-
ing them to social issues in their lo-
cal context. 

 Teaching students about community 
engagement and their role in society 
as IS professionals. 

Service Community projects with NGOs 
where students need to elicit re-
quirements, find potential solu-
tions, and develop a prototype that 
addresses the issue on hand. 

Students are required to complete 30 
hours of community outreach work. 
This course involves multiple forms 
of service-learning as students may 
work on any community project that 
is STEM-related. 

Engagement with 
Service-Learning 
Literature 

No Yes (Lectures as well) 
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Course Project Management (PM) Service in Context (SIC) 
Reflection 1 Reflection essay where students 

reflect on their course experience. 
1 Presentation on the reflection 
content. 

2 Reflection essays (one per semes-
ter) where students reflect on their 
service-learning experience. 

Content Overview Project: scope management, pro-
ject planning and estimation, and 
risk management. 

Reflection: communication, crea-
tivity, critical thinking, leadership, 
and teamwork. 

Community service, power and posi-
tionality, perspectives, development, 
digital activism, and active citizen-
ship. 

Level Third Year (Undergraduate) Honors (Postgraduate) 
Duration Semester Academic Year 
Credits  18 credits Part of 2 semester courses of which 

both are 20 credits each. 
Percentage of the 
Contribution of 
Service-Learning 
Activities to Final 
Mark 

Project: 38% 
Reflection: 16% 

16% (8% per semester) 

The university’s Community Outreach Unit (COU) is an important stakeholder in the implementa-
tion of both service-learning courses. At the start of the academic year, the course convenors engage 
with a (service) program manager at COU to identify potential projects. The university’s COU will 
help arrange and facilitate the first meeting between the students and the community partners to en-
sure both parties understand what is expected from them. SIC students may source their own pro-
jects. The course convenor of the SIC course also outsources individuals to prepare and present the 
course content. 

Case studies involve the use of triangulation (Yin, 2000). It is for this reason that the following data 
was collected and analyzed: two course evaluations (one per course), 70 reflective essays (34 PM; 36 
SIC), a report on the honors course (SICCE), and 11 interview transcripts. The course evaluations 
and reflective essays were completed and submitted by the students in 2019 near the end of the PM 
and SIC courses. Unlike the reflection essays, the course evaluations are anonymous and optional. 
During data processing, all forms of identifiable information were removed, and names were re-
placed with pseudonyms. 

Semi-structured one-on-one interviews were conducted in 2020 with the two course convenors (CC), 
a program manager at the university’s COU, and four former students from each course. The pur-
pose of the interviews was to gain further insight into individuals’ course experiences as well as the 
objectives of the service-learning courses. The interview guides helped to provide rigor. The ability to 
probe further during interviews provided opportunity to expand on some of the issues or themes 
that were identified from the course evaluations and reflective essays until data saturation was 
reached (Fusch & Ness, 2015). Interviews were voluntary and interviewees had the option to with-
draw their participation at any time.  

A thematic analysis was performed on all the data that was collected. Thematic analysis involves 
“identifying, analysing, and reporting patterns (themes) within data” in an iterative and flexible yet 
systematic way such that rich and detailed accounts may be produced (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 79). 
The analysis process also entailed transcribing interviews, conducting a preliminary exploration 
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analysis, coding, and interpreting the identified patterns. NVivo, a computer-assisted qualitative data 
analysis software (CAQDAS) was used to support the analysis process.  

Themes were first derived from the literature and included concepts from existing frameworks, such 
as Bringle and Steinberg’s (2010) framework, for a civic-minded graduate. During analysis, the coding 
scheme was adjusted to account for emerging themes and to eliminate redundant themes. It is im-
portant to define what classified as a theme within this study (Braun & Clarke, 2006). A theme was 
any implication that service-learning may have for students, where an implication may be a learning 
outcome, a skill being developed, a change in a student’s behavior or value system, or a new appreci-
ation.  

The process for analyzing the interviews was slightly different to the course evaluations and reflective 
essays in the sense that one of the researchers, also the interviewer and transcriber, was actively in-
volved in the data collection process, and thus was much more familiarized with the data earlier at 
the start of the analysis process. Nevertheless, equal attention was given to each reflective essay, 
course evaluation, and interview transcript, as required for a good thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 
2006). Member-checking was also used to ensure the validity of the findings.  

FINDINGS 
The findings are reviewed in the following sub-sections. Main themes have been bolded. 

SKILL SET DEVELOPMENT 
Service-learning may have implications for the development of important skills in IS such as critical 
thinking, creativity, academic learning, accountability, reflection capabilities, empathy, teamwork ca-
pabilities, and leadership.  

Both PM and SIC students experienced the courses challenging them to think critically by consider-
ing problems in-depth and being aware of subjectivity and biases. 

“I feel that the most powerful tool that I have acquired is not that of my honours degree but rather that of be-
ing a critical thinker.” [Vivaan, SIC] 

Several SIC felt that the class discussions and readings helped them to think critically. This contrasts 
with the PM students who felt that the complex nature of the project helped them to think critically.  

 “… critical thinking was aided by open discussions.” [Banele, SIC] 

“We had to focus on different aspects -the social and economical impact. And you know, the skills of the peo-
ple inhouse.” [Kabir, PM] 

Critical reflection appears to have enabled students to gain the skill of life-long learning. According 
to Claude, PM “allowed me to use critical reflection, to maximise learning and have it as a tool for future learning.” 
Logan (SIC) mentioned that he experienced the service component “broadening their life experience, life-
long learning, and development of their interpersonal skills.”  

It appears the courses did stimulate the development of certain reflection capabilities. Some PM stu-
dents started to become more aware of themselves and their thought processes.  

“I never considered the way that I thought things through.” [Kungawo, PM] 

Many PM students improved their interpersonal communication and listening skills by learning 
how to negotiate with sponsors, present, and communicate with people from different backgrounds 
as well as “to manage the imperfection of communication” (Iminathi, PM). A recurring theme among SIC stu-
dents was the importance of listening to members of the community when determining how they 
may satisfy the community’s needs without imposing themselves onto the community. Many SIC stu-
dents and few PM students appear to have gained empathy and compassion.  
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“I could better understand the students’ perspectives and therefore relate and empathize with them better.” 
[Oliver, SIC]  

PM students reflected on the development of teamwork capabilities. Marissa (PM) learned the im-
portance of trust and sharing responsibilities but also expressed a need for more opportunities to 
learn trust- and team-building techniques. PM students reflected in their essays on learning about 
how teams can become more leaderful through self-leadership. They also gained a new understand-
ing of what a leader is.  

“… one that makes everyone else feel like they are the important ones. Where I create an opportunity for oth-
ers to become leaders too” [Iminathi, PM] 

CIVIC-MINDEDNESS 
The data were also analyzed using Bringle and Steinberg’s (2010) framework for a civic-minded grad-
uate. Themes were based on the skills, knowledge areas, dispositions, and intentions, in the frame-
work. Major themes will now be reviewed. 

Students in both courses appear to exhibit skills relating to diversity and the interaction compe-
tence. It appears as if the IS department promotes diversity. SIC students highlighted the importance 
of not stereotyping, valuing different perspectives, and reconsidering their approach to community 
service. 

“I will find people in the working world that may not necessarily agree with my view due to the different back-
grounds that we come from. That does not mean that any of our views are wrong, but what is important is the 
way that we interact with each other.” [Thandi, SIC]  

“I think these skills will enable me to be a better person around people of a different race, color, and ethnic-
ity.” [Amo, SIC] 

Several SIC students and a few PM students appear to have become social trustees of knowledge as 
they have expressed the need to share and use their knowledge to benefit society.  

“We are trained to make things better.” [Chivaughn, PM] 

“As I said you can create a product or service to benefit the world, but how do you know the problem the world 
face if you don’t know how people are suffering.” [Lesedi, SIC] 

ACTIVE CITIZENSHIP 
One of the objectives of the study was to determine whether service-learning has implications for 
students becoming active citizens. Almost none of the interviewed students exhibited active citizen-
ship. A PM student continued to engage with his community partner after the course ended but this 
was only for a brief period. One SIC student continued with community engagement but at a differ-
ent organization. It should be acknowledged that the 2019-2020 pandemic has presented challenges 
for experiential learning and made it difficult for students to engage with communities (Campbell et 
al., 2021; Kodancha et al., 2020). It was because of these challenged that the SIC course was can-
celled in 2020. 

“I think there needs to be careful thinking about what is going to be the setup in terms of the teaching and 
learning [for 2021]. A lot depends on whether we have a vaccine or not… the risk is what are the partners 
doing to ensure the safety of their learners and the safety of the volunteers… I think safety here trumps every-
thing. So maybe there's going to be ways of doing things virtually but you know the reality is that it's hard. 
People don't have connection or PC.” [SIC CC] 

Regardless of the pandemic’s impact on experiential learning, there is other supporting evidence for 
students not gaining active citizenship. Time is a concern, especially in the PM course which only 
runs for a semester. 
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“I don’t think we have enough resources in the course or enough space. By resources, I mean time and time to 
do that - to prepare them for that deeper understanding of what it means to work in a community in a collab-
orative way.” 

Despite SIC course running for two semesters, it is still observed that students do not continue 
working at the same organization as they do not develop strong relationships – only at a “professional 
level” as mentioned by Karabo (SIC). 

Getting commitment from students remains a challenge as some students prioritize other course 
work over community engagement. This was highlighted by all the staff members. The PM CC tries 
to have two teams work on the same problem so that if one of them are unable to deliver, there is 
still a chance that the other team might satisfy the needs of the community. 

DISCUSSION 
The findings regarding the implications that service-learning may have for students developing skills, 
gaining civic values, and actively participating in efforts to drive social change, will now be discussed 
while referencing existing literature. 

SKILL-SET DEVELOPMENT 
The findings provide supporting evidence for both courses having implications for academic learning 
and assisting students in the development of soft skills. This is consistent with Salam et al.’s (2017) 
finding that service-learning supports academic learning. Critical reflection appears to support aca-
demic learning as well as foster life-long learning. It was found that class discussions may support 
peer-learning. This would be consistent with Battistoni’s (1997) recommendation of supplementing 
traditional pedagogies with peer-learning by means of class discussions. It does appear as if teamwork 
and/or team discussions may also support peer learning to a certain extent. 

It was observed that team projects allowed students to develop teamwork capabilities such as con-
structively resolving conflict, sharing responsibilities, and understanding team development, team dy-
namics, and the importance of trust. This finding supports Hwang’s (2018) argument that teamwork 
needs to be included in IS courses so that students can learn to work effectively with others. Lynch 
(2003) also stresses the importance of IS educators focusing on the development of collaborative 
skills when preparing students for the workplace and its volatile nature. Like in Falk’s (2012) study, it 
was observed that students were able to communicate team-related matters using the more correct 
terminology after engaging with readings that focus on team dynamics. From the findings, it does 
want to appear as if students may develop leadership when working in a team. It is also possible that 
community engagement courses such as SIC, may have implications for leadership. One of the SIC 
students pointed out that to be a good leader, one needs to be aware of contemporary social issues. 
This might be the case as modern business leaders need to address economical, environmental, and 
social challenges, as well as promote the ideals of corporate social responsibility (Gorski, 2017). In 
sum, there is some evidence that service-learning may have implications for civic-responsibility-based 
leadership (Huda et al., 2018).  

These findings are consistent with the research done by Saulnier (2005) and acts as supporting evi-
dence to the belief that service-learning may be an effective pedagogy in IS (Lazar & Lidtke, 2002) as 
it “improve[s] the achievement of learning objectives” (Andrews, 2007, p. 23).  

CIVIC-MINDEDNESS 
It was observed that the course content and duration may affect the extent to which students become 
civic-minded. For example, given the fact that PM students only have a semester to work on a pro-
ject and to learn project management practices, there is not enough time for educators to teach stu-
dents on how to engage with the community as well. In contrast, it was found that the SIC course 
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has strong implications for social awareness and responsibility given that the readings, discus-
sions, and activities focused mostly on community engagement and contemporary social issues. Sev-
eral SIC students recognized their role in developing systems that either address social issues or en-
suring that the systems that develop do not perpetuate social injustices. There was also one PM stu-
dent who viewed her role in IS as “making things better.” There was also some contradictory evi-
dence where a few SIC students were unable to make sense of how the course relates to IS. Overall, 
the findings act as supporting evidence for Lazar and Lidtke’s (2002) argument that “students can de-
velop a sense of civic responsibility, by contributing their skills to their communities” (p. 1). 

Both courses have implications for students developing interpersonal communication and listen-
ing skills as well as the skill of consensus-building. There is supporting evidence that students 
started to consider different perspectives as well as form relationships with various stakeholders in-
cluding their peers and members of different communities. However, it appears that relationships 
with sponsors or community members are not long-term. This is consistent with Mitchell’s (2008) 
finding that strong, authentic relationships may only originate from critical forms of service-learning. 

ACTIVE CITIZENSHIP 
Neither of the two courses appears to have had implications for active citizenship. The literature ex-
plains that service-learning may only have implications for active citizenship if it is critical and in-
volves transformational efforts to promote social justice and long-lasting change (Butin, 2015). It re-
quires commitment and long-lasting partnership (Butin, 2015). Commitment was a major challenge 
as indicated by both course convenors and the program manager at the COU. However, it must be 
highlighted that community engagement has been brief in both courses. A student researcher that is 
busy with their masters or PhD may have more time available to engage with the community and to 
develop stronger relationships over a longer period. This can also be seen from Lorini et al.’s (2019) 
ICT4D study where the case was a co-owned project in which a wireless mesh network was created 
for content sharing.  

The 2019-2020 pandemic has also presented challenges for community engagement as non-profit or-
ganizations may lack the needed resources to support social distancing. This challenge has been high-
lighted by several authors in recent studies (Campbell et al., 2021; Kodancha et al., 2020). However, 
one may argue that the pandemic has also presented opportunities for students to become more flex-
ible and creative in their service delivery (Campbell et al., 2021, p. 36). For example, students can 
start food drives for their community. Service-learning project may be redesigned to meet the needs 
of more accessible populations (Kodancha et al., 2020). Remote tutoring might then be an option 
with free learning management systems (LMSs) such as Google Classroom and Moodle. Vasanth and 
Sumanthi (2020) conducted a comparative study on the two LMSs. Interesting points that were high-
lighted by the authors include the fact that technical support remains limited, Google Classroom re-
quires students to have Gmail accounts, Moodle may not be user-friendly for beginners and contains 
ads which may be distracting. Regardless of the number of available options, the mental health of 
students remains a concern as they may feel helpless and struggle to mange their time when working 
on service-learning projects that are likely to be challenging during these times of uncertainty (Ko-
dancha et al., 2020).  

LIMITATIONS 
Due to time constraints, long-term implications were not studied. The study is limited to self-re-
ported behavior. Hence, there is the risk of students altering their responses and reflections either in 
the presence of the researcher or to meet assignment criteria. Given that the study was conducted 
during the coronavirus pandemic, interviews were conducted in a virtual environment. This pre-
vented the researcher from assessing body language and facial expressions in some cases. Human lan-
guage is inherently ambiguous (Atieno, 2009). Moreover, English was not the first language of all 
participants. Some students are not natural writers. Both factors limited some students in their ability 
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to express themselves and presented the risk of data being incorrectly interpreted. Member-checking 
has been done to mitigate this risk. Given that qualitative studies are time-intensive, the sample size 
has been limited to students in the 2019 academic year. As context plays an important role in case re-
search, findings are hard to transfer to other settings. It is also difficult to derive cause-effect relation-
ships in case research (Queirós et al., 2017). 

CONCLUSION 
IS education literature stresses the need for a new teaching approach that provides IS graduates with 
learning outcomes such as the development of both technical and soft skills as well as a moral re-
sponsibility. This has raised the question on what is the role of service-learning in IS education in a 
developing country context? 

In response to this question, a qualitative exploratory study was conducted to closely examine two IS 
courses at a South African university – a third-year PM course and the honors SIC course. Course 
evaluations and reflective essays were collected. Semi-structured one-on-one interviews were con-
ducted with students and staff members to gain further insight into their course experiences. A the-
matic analysis was performed where themes were derived from both existing literature and the data 
that was collected.  

The findings showed that in the context of a developing country, the role of service-learning includes 
supporting the development of IS soft skills, shaping students’ civic values or allowing students to 
become civic-minded graduates, and assisting IS students in understanding their future role in society 
as IS professionals. The specific implications that an IS service-learning course may for students de-
pend on various factors such as scope and how the course has been designed, implemented, and ran. 

Based on the literature and findings, it is recommended that IS educators carefully design their 
courses to support desired learning outcomes. This involves the selection of readings, activities, and 
projects. It is encouraged that educators incorporate teamwork and even include team-related read-
ings to support students’ development of teamwork capabilities. It is important that projects are care-
fully screened as they may affect students’ attitude towards the course. Reflection is important and 
support the development of high-quality learning outcomes. Educators may use Eyler’s (2001) reflec-
tion map to help structure reflection activities throughout the course. 

Going forward, it is recommended that IS education researchers conduct longitudinal studies in 
which data is collected by means of observation. It might be interesting to see what the role of ser-
vice-learning is in IS education at a masters and/or PhD level as well in the first two years of an IS 
undergraduate degree program. It is also recommended that research conduct explanatory studies 
that focus on mediating factors and the relationships that exist between the different components of 
service-learning and the implications that the pedagogy may have for IS students. 
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