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Abstract 

This paper examines the integration of service learning and Education for Sustainable 

Development (ESD) within Kenyan Catholic higher education as a pathway toward integral 

human development. Adopting a qualitative, conceptual-analytical methodology, the study 
engages global policy frameworks, Catholic Social Teaching (CST), and selected institutional 

practices to explore how education can move beyond technical competence toward moral and 
ecological responsibility. Drawing on illustrative examples from the Catholic University of 

Eastern Africa, Tangaza University, and Strathmore University, the paper analyzes how service 

learning functions as a dialogical pedagogy that links academic inquiry, community engagement, 
and reflective practice. It argues that service learning, when situated within the ethical and 

theological vision of CST and aligned with the goals of ESD, contributes to a holistic model of 
education that fosters human dignity, solidarity, and care for creation. The study further proposes 

an “integral pedagogy of sustainability” that unites knowledge, values, and action in the pursuit 

of sustainable transformation. By situating the Kenyan experience within global educational 
discourse, the paper demonstrates that the convergence of service learning, ESD, and CST offers 

a coherent framework for reimagining higher education as a catalyst for socially responsible 

leadership and sustainable development in Africa and beyond. 
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1. Introduction: Context, Purpose, and Methodological 

Approach 

The twenty-first century presents higher education with a dual and increasingly urgent 
imperative: to prepare learners for participation in a knowledge-based economy while 

simultaneously forming ethically responsible citizens capable of sustaining the ecological and 
social fabric of human life. In response to global environmental crises, widening socio-economic 

inequalities, and moral fragmentation, Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) has 

emerged as a transformative paradigm that redefines the aims of education. It calls for the 
integration of environmental stewardship, social justice, and economic responsibility into 

teaching and learning processes. Yet, while ESD provides a robust global policy framework, its 
implementation often remains technocratic, insufficiently attentive to the moral and spiritual 

dimensions of human formation. 

Within the African context—and Kenya in particular—this challenge is further intensified by 
historical inequalities, rapid socio-economic change, and the search for development models that 

are both contextually relevant and ethically grounded. In this paper, I argue that service learning, 
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when integrated with ESD and grounded in Catholic Social Teaching (CST), offers a compelling 

pedagogical pathway for addressing these challenges. Rather than functioning merely as a 
supplementary educational activity, service learning can serve as a transformative praxis that 

unites academic knowledge, community engagement, and moral formation in the pursuit of the 

common good. 

Catholic Social Teaching provides a rich moral and theological framework for this integration. 

Rooted in the concept of integral human development—understood as the flourishing of the 
whole person in relation to others and creation—CST expands the horizon of education beyond 

intellectual formation to include ethical discernment, solidarity, and ecological responsibility. 
Within this vision, education is not simply the transmission of knowledge but the formation of 

persons capable of contributing to social transformation. Service learning, in this context, 

becomes more than pedagogy; it becomes a mode of participating in the Church’s mission of 

justice, peace, and care for creation. 

Kenyan higher education offers a particularly fertile context for exploring this integration. 
National policy frameworks such as Vision 2030 and the Competency-Based Curriculum 

emphasize community engagement, sustainability, and value-based education. Notably, the 

recent introduction of Community Service Learning (CSL) as a compulsory component in senior 
secondary education signals a systemic shift toward experiential and socially engaged learning. 

Catholic universities—including the Catholic University of Eastern Africa, Tangaza University, 
and Strathmore University—have responded to this shift by developing diverse models of service 

learning that reflect their institutional charisms and educational missions. These initiatives 

provide important insights into how service learning can be contextualized within African higher 

education while remaining aligned with global sustainability goals. 

Methodological Approach 

This study adopts a qualitative, interdisciplinary, and conceptual-analytical approach. It brings 
into dialogue three primary bodies of knowledge: educational theory on service learning, global 

policy frameworks on Education for Sustainable Development, and the theological tradition of 

Catholic Social Teaching. Primary sources include ecclesial documents such as Laudato Si’, 
Caritas in Veritate, and Ex Corde Ecclesiae, as well as international policy texts from UNESCO 

and Kenyan education frameworks. These are complemented by secondary literature in 

education, development studies, and theology. 

In addition, the paper draws on illustrative examples from selected Kenyan Catholic 

universities—namely the Catholic University of Eastern Africa, Tangaza University, and 
Strathmore University—to ground the analysis in concrete institutional practice. These examples 

are not presented as empirical case studies in a strict methodological sense; rather, they serve as 
contextual illustrations that support the development of the paper’s conceptual argument. The 

aim is not to generalize findings across all institutions, but to construct a coherent theoretical 

framework that explains how service learning, ESD, and CST can converge in practice. 

By adopting this conceptual and interdisciplinary methodology, the paper seeks to bridge the gap 

between theory and practice, policy and pedagogy, faith and development. It proposes that the 
integration of service learning and ESD within the moral vision of CST can be understood as an 
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“integral pedagogy of sustainability”—a model of education that unites knowledge, values, and 

action in the service of human dignity and ecological integrity. 

Purpose and Structure of the Paper 

The purpose of this paper is threefold. First, it seeks to articulate a conceptual framework that 

links service learning, ESD, and CST as complementary paradigms for transformative education. 
Second, it analyzes how selected Kenyan Catholic universities are implementing service learning 

in ways that promote sustainability, moral formation, and civic responsibility. Third, it proposes 

an integral pedagogical model that can guide higher education institutions in Africa and beyond 

toward sustainable human development. 

The paper proceeds by first developing the theoretical foundations of this integration, followed 
by an examination of service learning practices within the Kenyan context. It then explores 

service learning as a form of transformative praxis and as a pedagogy of integral human 

development, before concluding with a discussion of challenges, policy implications, and future 

directions. 

In a global context marked by ecological fragility, technological acceleration, and social 
fragmentation, the task of education is no longer simply to inform but to form—to cultivate 

persons capable of ethical leadership and sustainable living. The integration of service learning, 

ESD, and CST offers a coherent and contextually relevant response to this task, positioning 

higher education as a catalyst for integral human development and transformative social change. 

2. Theoretical Framework: Linking Service Learning, Education for Sustainable 

Development, and Catholic Social Teaching 

Education is never neutral. It either perpetuates existing social structures or transforms them 

toward greater justice and sustainability. In articulating the theoretical framework for this study, I 
draw upon three mutually reinforcing paradigms: Service Learning (SL) as a pedagogical 

practice, Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) as a global educational mandate, and 
Catholic Social Teaching (CST) as a theological and moral compass. Each of these frameworks 

contributes distinctive insights into how education can form individuals and communities 

committed to the common good, ecological integrity, and integral human development. 

2.1 Service Learning as Transformative Pedagogy 

Service learning is a form of experiential education that integrates academic learning with 
meaningful community service and critical reflection. It is grounded in the belief that learning 

occurs most profoundly when students engage real-world challenges and apply their knowledge to 

address human needs (Bringle & Hatcher, 1996). In contrast to traditional volunteerism or 
internship models, service learning requires intentional integration between curriculum and 

community experience. The student, the community, and the academic institution enter a triadic 

relationship that promotes mutual benefit and shared transformation. 

From a pedagogical standpoint, service learning draws on constructivist and critical theories of 

education, particularly those advanced by John Dewey and Paulo Freire. Dewey (1938) viewed 
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education as a process of growth through experience, where reflection transforms activity into 

learning. Freire (1970) emphasized that authentic education involves praxis — reflection and 
action directed toward the transformation of oppressive social realities. When students engage 

communities through structured service, they not only gain practical knowledge but also cultivate 
empathy, civic responsibility, and moral discernment. Thus, service learning nurtures what 

Mezirow (1997) calls “transformative learning” — a process through which learners critically 

reassess their assumptions, expand their consciousness, and commit to social change. 

In Kenya, where socio-economic disparities and ecological challenges persist, service learning 

enables students to contextualize their academic knowledge within the lived realities of 
communities. For instance, students studying environmental science may collaborate with local 

farmers to promote climate-resilient agriculture, while theology students may accompany 

marginalized groups in projects of empowerment and reconciliation. Such experiences not only 
enhance learning outcomes but embody the pedagogical integration of knowledge, values, and 

action. 

2.2 Education for Sustainable Development: The Global Policy Framework 

The notion of Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) emerged from international 

recognition that education must be reoriented to address the environmental and social crises 
confronting humanity. Rooted in the 1987 Brundtland Report’s definition of sustainable 

development as “development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability 
of future generations to meet their own needs” (World Commission on Environment and 

Development [WCED], 1987, p. 43), ESD aims to empower learners to make responsible decisions 

for environmental integrity, economic viability, and social equity. 

UNESCO (2020) identifies four key learning dimensions for ESD: (a) learning to know, (b) 

learning to do, (c) learning to be, and (d) learning to live together. These correspond closely to 
the moral and spiritual dimensions of human formation in Catholic education. ESD, when 

effectively implemented, promotes systems thinking, futures literacy, and values-based 

learning that encourage reflection on the ethical implications of development. 

The Education 2030 Agenda and Sustainable Development Goal 4.7 call upon higher education 

institutions to ensure that all learners acquire the knowledge, skills, and values needed to promote 
sustainable lifestyles, human rights, gender equality, and global citizenship (UNESCO, 2017). Yet, 

while these frameworks are vital, they often lack explicit engagement with spirituality, ethics, and 

faith-based motivations. As such, ESD can risk becoming overly technocratic unless it is enriched 

by a deeper moral anthropology — a role that Catholic Social Teaching can profoundly fulfill. 

In the Kenyan context, the integration of ESD has been encouraged by the Kenya Vision 2030 
and the National Education Sector Strategic Plan (Republic of Kenya, 2019), which emphasize 

quality education for sustainable livelihoods and national cohesion. However, many institutions 

struggle to translate these policy frameworks into lived educational practice. I propose that service 
learning provides the missing pedagogical link: it operationalizes the competencies envisioned by 

ESD through community engagement, reflection, and moral discernment. 
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2.3 Catholic Social Teaching: A Theological and Moral Foundation for Sustainable 

Education 

Catholic Social Teaching (CST) offers a theological anthropology that situates human 

development within the horizon of divine vocation. It interprets education as a participation in 
God’s creative and redemptive mission, aiming at the integral formation of the human person. 

Central to CST are several interrelated principles that align directly with the goals of ESD and 

service learning. 

First is the dignity of the human person, which affirms that every person is created in the image 

of God and must never be treated merely as a means to an end (Gaudium et Spes, 1965, para. 27). 
Education grounded in this principle recognizes that sustainable development cannot occur without 

respect for human dignity, especially of the poor and marginalized. 

Second, the principle of the common good calls for social structures that allow all people to reach 
their full potential (Compendium of the Social Doctrine of the Church, 2004, para. 164). Service 

learning concretizes this by fostering partnerships between universities and communities for 

mutual flourishing. 

Third, the principle of solidarity underscores the moral obligation to stand with those who suffer 

injustice. Pope John Paul II (1987) described solidarity as “a firm and persevering determination 
to commit oneself to the common good” (Sollicitudo Rei Socialis, para. 38). Service learning 

nurtures this virtue by immersing students in real contexts of suffering and hope, where learning 

becomes an encounter with the other. 

Fourth, subsidiarity demands that decisions be made at the most local level possible, empowering 

communities to participate actively in their own development (Pius XI, 1931). In educational 
practice, this principle affirms participatory pedagogy, where communities are not mere 

beneficiaries but co-educators and co-learners. 

Finally, care for creation and integral ecology, as articulated in Laudato Si’ (Francis, 2015), 

extend the scope of justice beyond human society to include the entire created order. Education 

for sustainability must therefore cultivate an ecological consciousness rooted in gratitude and 
responsibility toward creation. Pope Francis (2015) insists that “a true ecological approach always 

becomes a social approach” (para. 49), a statement that captures the unity of ecological and social 

justice at the heart of both ESD and CST. 

2.4 Integrating the Frameworks: Toward an Integral Pedagogy of Sustainability 

The intersection of Service Learning, ESD, and CST forms a coherent theoretical triad that can 
inform transformative education in Kenya and beyond. Service learning provides the pedagogical 

method; ESD provides the global developmental framework; CST provides the theological and 

moral foundation. Together, they articulate what I call an Integral Pedagogy of Sustainability 

— an educational paradigm that unites academic excellence, community engagement, and spiritual 

discernment in the pursuit of sustainable human flourishing. 
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In this integral pedagogy, Service Learning operationalizes CST’s principles by engaging 

students in concrete acts of solidarity and stewardship, while ESD provides the strategic 

direction for linking local initiatives to global sustainability goals. This synthesis aligns with Ex 

Corde Ecclesiae (John Paul II, 1990), which insists that Catholic universities must “discover the 
intimate connection between faith and reason, so that both may become mutually supportive” 

(para. 17). In doing so, universities become not only centers of knowledge but also “agents of 

cultural transformation” (para. 32). 

Through this integrated framework, service learning becomes a spiritual exercise in discernment 

and responsibility — an education of the heart as much as the intellect. It teaches students to see 
their academic vocation as participation in the transformation of society and the care of creation. 

As Pope Francis (2020) reminds us in the Global Compact on Education, education must “build 

bridges” and “restore the fabric of relationships for the sake of our common home” (para. 9). The 
task of higher education, therefore, is not merely to inform but to form — to cultivate leaders who 

embody wisdom, compassion, and ecological consciousness. 

This integrated theoretical framework will guide the analysis in the subsequent sections. By 

examining how Kenyan Catholic universities implement service learning within the vision of ESD 

and CST, I seek to demonstrate that sustainable education must be rooted not only in policy or 
pedagogy but also in a profound moral and spiritual anthropology. Only by uniting knowledge and 

love — scientia et caritas — can education truly become a catalyst for integral human 

development and sustainable transformation. 

3. Service Learning in the Kenyan Higher Education Space 

The UNISERVITATE Programme defines service-learning as an educational methodology that 
integrates classroom knowledge with concrete community service, enabling learners to engage 

real-world problems through collaborative action and structured reflection while promoting 
solidarity, social responsibility, and integral human development. It is precisely this transformative 

and experiential methodology that Kenya’s education system must decisively embrace if tangible 

and sustainable impact is to be realized. By bridging the gap between theory and lived reality, 
service-learning fosters not only intellectual growth but also the formation of ethically grounded, 

competent, and socially responsible graduates. 

3.1 Historical Overview: From Development Education to Transformative Engagement 

The Kenyan higher education system has historically been shaped by the dual imperatives of 

national development and moral formation. Following independence in 1963, education was 
positioned as a key instrument for nation-building and socio-economic transformation, as observed 

by Fredrick Otiende, Sheila Wamahiu, and Anne Karugu (1992). Early postcolonial institutions 
such as University of Nairobi and Kenyatta University reflected a modernist paradigm that equated 

education with industrial growth and upward social mobility. However, this model largely 

neglected the ethical, civic, and ecological dimensions of development. 

Recent reforms signal a shift toward more holistic and competency-based approaches that 

emphasize sustainability, ethical responsibility, and community engagement. A significant 
milestone in this transition is the integration of Community Service Learning (CSL) within the 
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Competency-Based Curriculum (CBC), currently being implemented as a replacement for the 8-

4-4 system. The designation of CSL as a compulsory subject in Competency-Based Education 
(CBE) senior school represents a deliberate effort to align education with societal needs and 

national development priorities. 

CSL provides a structured framework through which learners apply theoretical knowledge to real-

life community challenges, thereby strengthening practical competencies, civic responsibility, and 

problem-solving skills. According to the Kenya Institute of Curriculum Development (KICD), 
CSL is intended to cultivate values, social responsibility, and self-efficacy while promoting active 

citizenship. Empirical research by Gordon A. Ngwacho (2024) further demonstrates that service-
learning enhances career readiness and contributes to sustainable development by equipping 

learners with transferable and applied skills. Similarly, the Presidential Working Party on 

Education Reform underscores its importance by recommending CSL as a mandatory component 
in senior school, particularly for its role in addressing youth unemployment and fostering 

innovation. 

Taken together, these developments position CSL not merely as a curricular addition but as a 

strategic national intervention aimed at producing work-ready, socially conscious, and innovative 

graduates. However, despite this strong policy foundation, the systematic integration of service-

learning within Kenyan higher education remains uneven and, in many cases, underdeveloped. 

Within this evolving landscape, Catholic universities have played a pioneering role in embedding 
service-learning within their institutional missions. Guided by the Church’s educational vision 

articulated in Gravissimum Educationis (1965) and Ex Corde Ecclesiae (1990), promulgated by 

Pope John Paul II, these institutions emphasize the formation of the whole person and the pursuit 
of truth. Consequently, service-learning has evolved not merely as an act of community service, 

but as a structured pedagogical practice that integrates academic inquiry, ethical reflection, and 
civic engagement. This approach resonates with the call by Pedro Arrupe (1973) to form “men and 

women for others.” 

3.2 Service Learning and Kenya’s Policy Framework for Sustainable Education 

Kenya’s education policy framework—anchored in Kenya Vision 2030 and the National 

Education Sector Strategic Plan—emphasizes competency-based learning, sustainability, and 
community engagement. While these frameworks converge on the goal of cultivating learners who 

are engaged, empowered, and ethical, they rarely articulate service-learning as a distinct 

pedagogical model. 

This conceptual gap has resulted in the frequent conflation of service-learning with volunteerism 

or internships. Unlike volunteerism, which may lack clearly defined learning outcomes, or 
internships, which primarily emphasize professional exposure, service-learning is distinguished 

by the intentional integration of academic objectives, meaningful community service, and 

structured reflection. As emphasized by the UNISERVITATE Programme (2021), it is this 

integration that renders service-learning transformative rather than peripheral. 

Service-learning therefore functions as a critical bridge between policy aspirations and 
pedagogical practice. It operationalizes Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) by enabling 
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students to engage directly with real-world sustainability challenges while cultivating ethical 

awareness and civic competence. Although ESD is well established within Kenya’s policy 
frameworks—particularly in the National Education Sector Strategic Plan (2018–2022)—its 

implementation has often remained confined to curricular content rather than experiential 

engagement. 

In this context, service-learning emerges as an indispensable catalyst for translating sustainability 

education into lived experience. Through community-based projects, interdisciplinary 

collaboration, and reflective practice, it embodies the principles of sustainability in action. 

Catholic universities are particularly well positioned to lead this transformation, as their 
institutional missions inherently align with the goals of ESD. As Ex Corde Ecclesiae affirms, 

universities are called to promote an integrated vision of knowledge that unites intellectual inquiry 

with ethical responsibility. Such a vision necessitates pedagogical approaches that bridge theory 

and practice—precisely what service-learning achieves. 

3.3 Case Study 1: The Catholic University of Eastern Africa (CUEA) 

The Catholic University of Eastern Africa (CUEA) integrates service learning primarily within 

its academic programs, particularly in theology and education, enabling students to connect 

coursework with meaningful community engagement. Guided by its mission “to promote 
research, teaching, and community service guided by the principles of truth, justice, and service 

to humanity,” the university implements service learning as a core expression of its Catholic 

identity. 

In the Faculty of Theology, students enroll in courses such as Pastoral Praxis and Social 

Engagement, undertaking semester-long projects in collaboration with parishes, NGOs, and local 
communities. These projects allow theology students to apply Catholic Social Teaching to 

practical challenges, including poverty alleviation, peacebuilding, and environmental 
stewardship (Francis, 2015; UNISERVITATE, 2021). Structured reflection papers and 

community evaluations ensure that academic inquiry, theological discernment, and tangible 

community impact converge (Kimanzi, 2020). 

Similarly, in the Faculty of Education, service learning is embedded in teacher preparation 

programs to cultivate civic competence and moral responsibility. Student-teachers engage in 
field-based projects in underserved schools, combining pedagogical theory with social advocacy. 

For example, the Education for Life Program links students with local youth groups to address 

pressing issues such as unemployment, gender-based violence, and environmental degradation 

(UNISERVITATE, 2021; Nyaigotti-Chacha, 2021). 

These initiatives resonate with Catholic Social Teaching principles, including solidarity, 
subsidiarity, and care for creation. As Pope Francis emphasizes, education must foster 

“ecological citizenship” that translates values into daily habits (Laudato Si’, 2015, para. 211). By 

grounding academic work in sustained community engagement, CUEA’s service learning 
programs exemplify transformative education that develops socially responsible graduates and 

ethically engaged citizens (Eyler & Giles, 1999; Bringle & Hatcher, 1996). 
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3.4 Case Study 2: Tangaza University 

Tangaza University founded by various Religious Missionary congregations, offers another 
distinctive model of service learning that blends faith formation with social transformation. The 

university’s motto, Teaching Minds, Touching Hearts and Transforming Lives through Education, 
encapsulates its commitment to praxis-oriented learning. Tangaza adopts a more immersion-based 

model, emphasizing long-term community engagement and pastoral formation. Programs such as 

the Institute of Social Transformation involve extended field placements rooted in the “See–

Judge–Act” methodology. 

Tangaza University College serves as a regional hub for the UNISERVITATE global initiative, 
taking a leading role in mentoring and supporting other Catholic universities within the Africa 

network to institutionalize service learning. This strategic positioning is highly significant, as it 

enables Tangaza to shape service learning pedagogy continent-wide, fostering transformative 
education grounded in Catholic social teaching and enhancing the capacity of African higher 

education institutions to respond effectively to local and global challenges. 

In the Institute for Social Communication students are required to undertake community-based 

media projects that address social issues such as environmental conservation, human rights, and 

peacebuilding. Through these projects, students learn to use media as a tool for empowerment and 

moral discourse, embodying the CST principle of the common good in the digital era. 

Similarly, the Institute for Social Transformation integrates service learning into its Community 
Development and Social Transformation program. Students spend a full academic year in field 

immersion, working with marginalized communities in informal settlements and rural areas. The 

reflection process, grounded in the “See–Judge–Act” methodology of Catholic social analysis 

(Cardijn, 1965), fosters critical awareness and theological discernment. 

Tangaza’s model demonstrates that service learning, when guided by CST, moves beyond charity 
toward transformative solidarity. Students become co-workers in the mission of God, learning that 

authentic education involves both contemplation and commitment. This approach resonates with 

Pope Francis’s (2020) vision in the Global Compact on Education, which calls for a “culture of 

encounter” that bridges intellectual formation and compassionate action. 

3.5 Case Study 3: Strathmore University 

Strathmore University, a leading private Catholic institution in Kenya, has institutionalized service 

learning under the banner of community-based education. Anchored in its ethos of ethical 

leadership, Strathmore integrates community service into degree programs across disciplines, 

including business, law, and information technology. 

Strathmore University demonstrates a highly institutionalized approach to community 
engagement through structured programs coordinated by dedicated centers. Unlike CUEA and 

Tangaza, Strathmore’s model often emphasizes service as a co-curricular or institutional 

requirement rather than a fully integrated academic pedagogy. In some cases, the service 
component is not directly linked to specific disciplinary learning outcomes, highlighting an 

important distinction between community service and fully developed service learning. 
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One notable initiative is the Strathmore University Community Service Centre (CSC), which 

coordinates student and staff volunteer projects designed to connect academic learning with 
community needs and to cultivate outreach skills among students. Through structured service 

requirements—such as 200 hours of supervised community engagement—and ongoing outreach 
programs, the CSC enables students to participate in educational support, mentorship, and 

community development activities that serve local populations and foster sustainable learning 

outcomes. 

Moreover, Strathmore’s approach exemplifies how service learning can evolve within 

technologically advanced institutions. By integrating digital tools and AI-based learning systems, 
students engage in “virtual service learning,” offering online mentorship and resource 

development for rural schools. This innovation reflects a critical adaptation of service learning to 

the digital age, ensuring that sustainability and inclusivity remain central to pedagogy. 

Strathmore’s integration of moral formation with professional training mirrors the Catholic 

understanding of education as a vocation. As Caritas in Veritate (Benedict XVI, 2009) asserts, 
“Development is impossible without upright men and women, without financiers and politicians 

whose consciences are finely attuned to the requirements of the common good” (para. 71). By 

forming ethical professionals who are also socially conscious citizens, Strathmore’s service 

learning programs contribute directly to Kenya’s vision of sustainable development. 

3.6 Challenges and Emerging Opportunities 

Despite significant progress, several challenges hinder the full institutionalization of service 

learning in Kenyan higher education. First, many universities lack the structural frameworks and 

faculty training necessary for integrating service learning into curricula. There is often confusion 
between volunteerism, internships, and true service learning, which requires critical reflection and 

academic integration (Bringle & Hatcher, 1996). 

Second, resource constraints and large class sizes make it difficult to sustain community 

engagement programs, especially in rural or marginalized areas. Third, assessment mechanisms 

remain weak; measuring the impact of service learning on learning outcomes and community 

transformation is complex and often undervalued in accreditation standards. 

Nonetheless, there are emerging opportunities. The Competency-Based Curriculum (CBC) 
introduced in Kenya’s basic education system emphasizes community participation and real-world 

application of knowledge — principles directly aligned with service learning. As these cohorts 

enter university, institutions have a unique opportunity to expand service learning as a natural 

extension of the CBC philosophy. 

Furthermore, the growing national and global emphasis on Education for Sustainable Development 
provides a policy environment supportive of innovation. Collaborations between universities, 

government agencies, and faith-based organizations can foster new models of community-engaged 

research and learning. For Catholic universities, these opportunities represent a call to deepen their 
mission identity — to be “salt and light” in the educational landscape by demonstrating that 

sustainability and faith are not competing paradigms but mutually enriching ones. 
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The three cases treated above reveal that while all three institutions are committed to community 

engagement, their approaches differ significantly in terms of curricular integration, duration, and 
pedagogical depth. CUEA emphasizes curricular integration, Tangaza prioritizes immersion and 

theological reflection, while Strathmore demonstrates strong institutional organization with 
varying degrees of academic linkage. This diversity underscores the need for clearer conceptual 

alignment in defining and implementing service learning. 

4. Service Learning as Transformative Praxis for Sustainable Development 

Service learning embodies a powerful pedagogical approach that transcends traditional classroom 

boundaries by linking academic learning with meaningful community engagement. As a form of 
transformative praxis, it fosters critical consciousness, ethical responsibility, and active 

citizenship—key elements in advancing sustainable development goals. By engaging learners 

directly in real-world challenges, service learning cultivates the knowledge, skills, and values 
necessary to address complex social, economic, and environmental issues in Kenya and beyond. 

This section examines how service learning functions as a dynamic vehicle for integrating 
education and sustainability, thereby shaping graduates who are not only knowledgeable but also 

committed agents of positive change. 

4.1 Introduction: From Pedagogy to Praxis 

This section synthesizes the key frameworks developed earlier—service learning, Education for 

Sustainable Development, and Catholic Social Teaching—by examining their convergence in the 
notion of transformative praxis. While these frameworks emerge from different intellectual 

traditions, their integration is essential for articulating a holistic model of education oriented 

toward integral human development. The section advances the argument by proposing that service 
learning constitutes a form of transformative praxis—that is, a dynamic synthesis of theory and 

action directed toward personal conversion and social transformation. In the language of Paulo 
Freire (1970), praxis is “reflection and action upon the world in order to transform it” (p. 33). In 

theological education, such praxis mirrors Christ’s invitation to “go and do likewise” (Lk 10:37), 

where knowledge becomes service and service becomes knowledge. 

Service learning’s transformative potential lies not merely in experiential exposure but in the 

structured integration of critical reflection, theological discernment, and socio-ethical 
engagement. Service learning becomes transformative not simply through participation, but 

through the structured integration of experience, reflection, and action. When rooted in the 

principles of Catholic Social Teaching (CST), it becomes a pedagogy of conversion—ecological, 
moral, and communal. In this sense, service learning becomes a pedagogical embodiment of 

integral human development, a concept central to Catholic educational philosophy (Benedict 

XVI, 2009; Paul VI, 1967). 

4.2 The Transformative Logic of Service Learning 

At its core, service learning integrates three essential movements: learning through experience, 
reflection on meaning, and action for transformation (Kolb, 1984; Eyler & Giles, 1999). This 

triadic structure mirrors the Catholic moral method of “See–Judge–Act,” popularized by Joseph 
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Cardijn (1965) and endorsed by the Magisterium as a process of discernment for social 

engagement (Octogesima Adveniens, 1971, para. 4). 

This structure aligns with both experiential learning theory and the Catholic “See–Judge–Act” 

method, providing a coherent framework that bridges social science pedagogy and theological 
ethics. Importantly, this framework helps distinguish authentic service learning from forms of 

engagement that lack reflection or academic integration, addressing a key conceptual ambiguity 

identified in current practice. 

Hence in the Kenyan higher education context, this triadic method allows learners to: 

1. See – critically observe real-life contexts of poverty, ecological degradation, and social 
exclusion; 

2. Judge – analyze these realities through academic, ethical, and theological lenses; 

3. Act – respond through informed, compassionate, and justice-oriented initiatives. 

This cyclical process forms a distinctive epistemology of hope—learning that not only informs but 

transforms. Theological education, in particular, gains renewed vitality when it empowers students 
to interpret the “signs of the times” (cf. Gaudium et Spes, 1965, para. 4) and respond to them with 

moral imagination. 

As Freire (1970) warns, education that does not lead to transformation risks becoming “banking 
education,” where students passively receive information rather than engage the world critically. 

Service learning disrupts this passivity by immersing learners in situations where knowledge and 
compassion must meet. In doing so, it mirrors the Incarnational logic of Christian theology: God’s 

truth is revealed not in abstraction but in the lived realities of human suffering and solidarity. 

4.3 Service Learning and the Formation of Conscience 

Catholic theology places conscience at the heart of moral formation. As the Catechism of the 

Catholic Church (1997) affirms, conscience is the “interior law inscribed by God” that enables the 
human person to discern good and evil (para. 1776). Yet, conscience must be formed—through 

education, community, and experience. Service learning provides precisely such a context. Service 

learning contributes to the formation of conscience by placing students in direct encounter with 
social realities. In the Kenyan context, such encounters are particularly significant given persistent 

inequalities and environmental challenges. Structured reflection ensures that these experiences 

move beyond exposure toward ethical discernment and responsible action. 

When students encounter communities facing systemic injustice or environmental vulnerability, 

they are confronted with moral questions that transcend textbook ethics. In these encounters, 
intellectual learning becomes moral awakening. For instance, students participating in community-

based environmental projects in Nairobi’s informal settlements often report a deepened sense of 
social responsibility and ecological consciousness (Kimanzi, 2020). This awakening corresponds 

to what Pope Francis (2015) calls an “ecological conversion,” a renewal of one’s relationship with 

God, others, and creation (Laudato Si’, para. 217). 
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Moreover, service learning allows students to internalize the principles of Catholic Social 

Teaching—the dignity of the person, the common good, subsidiarity, and solidarity—not as 
abstract doctrines but as living realities. Through direct engagement, these principles acquire 

existential weight. In the process, learners undergo a gradual transformation of conscience: from 

moral indifference to ethical commitment, from private faith to public responsibility. 

4.4 Service Learning and the Formation of Civic Responsibility 

Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) emphasizes that sustainability is not merely an 
environmental issue but a civic virtue—a disposition to act responsibly within human and 

ecological communities (UNESCO, 2017). Service learning, as a pedagogy of civic formation, 

enables students to exercise citizenship not as entitlement but as vocation. 

In Kenyan Catholic universities, this civic dimension often takes the form of community 

development projects, peacebuilding initiatives, and social entrepreneurship programs. For 
example, Tangaza University’s Youth for Peace program, conducted in collaboration with local 

parishes, empowers students to mediate interethnic conflicts through community dialogue and 
shared ecological projects. This integration of peace education and ecological stewardship 

illustrates that service learning can nurture what Benedict XVI (2009) describes as the “civilization 

of love,” where civic life is animated by solidarity rather than competition (para. 33). 

Such initiatives also respond to Kenya’s Vision 2030, which envisions a “just, cohesive, and 

equitable society.” Service learning operationalizes this vision by transforming abstract 
developmental goals into lived experiences of shared responsibility. As Dewey (1938) argued, 

genuine education occurs when experience is reconstructed into meaning that guides future action. 

Through reflective community engagement, students develop what I term praxis competence—the 

ability to connect intellectual analysis with ethical agency. 

4.5 Service Learning and Ecological Transformation 

Service learning aligns closely with ESD by promoting ecological awareness and sustainable 

practices. Rather than treating sustainability as a purely technical issue, service learning embeds 

it within lived experience, linking environmental care with social justice in line with the 

principles of integral ecology. 

Indeed, a defining contribution of service learning to sustainable development lies in its ecological 

dimension. In the age of climate crisis, the pedagogy of sustainability must move beyond 

environmental awareness to ecological spirituality and conversion. Catholic Social Teaching, 

particularly as articulated in Laudato Si’, calls for an “education capable of restoring depth to 

human experience” (Francis, 2015, para. 111). 

In Kenya, several Catholic universities have developed service learning projects centered on 
environmental care and sustainable livelihoods. For instance, CUEA’s Green Campus Initiative 

involves students in tree-planting, waste management, and advocacy for renewable energy. These 

activities, when accompanied by theological reflection on creation, become sacramental 
experiences of God’s presence in nature. As Pope Francis (2015) insists, “living our vocation to 

be protectors of God’s handiwork is essential to a life of virtue” (para. 217). 
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Similarly, Strathmore University’s Energy Research Centre integrates student participation in 

rural electrification and renewable energy projects, combining technological innovation with 
community empowerment. These experiences embody the principle of integral ecology—that 

social, economic, and environmental systems are interdependent (Francis, 2015, para. 139). 
Service learning thus becomes a theological praxis of stewardship, aligning education with the 

biblical mandate of tilling and keeping creation (Gen 2:15). 

4.6 Interdisciplinarity and the Theology of Transformation 

Another transformative aspect of service learning lies in its interdisciplinary character. Sustainable 

development demands knowledge that crosses disciplinary boundaries—linking theology with 
economics, social sciences, and technology (Sterling, 2010). In this sense, service learning 

embodies what Ex Corde Ecclesiae calls the “unity of knowledge” (John Paul II, 1990, para. 16). 

In practical terms, Kenyan Catholic universities have begun designing interdisciplinary service 
learning modules that bring together students from theology, business, and environmental science. 

A striking example is Tangaza University’s Faith and Entrepreneurship for Sustainable 
Communities initiative, where theology students collaborate with business and social work majors 

to develop small-scale enterprises for marginalized communities. The process fosters mutual 

learning and challenges disciplinary silos. 

From a theological perspective, such interdisciplinarity reflects the Church’s holistic view of the 

human person and society. Caritas in Veritate (Benedict XVI, 2009) reminds us that “charity in 
truth” requires both faith and reason, both spiritual discernment and scientific competence (para. 

30). Service learning becomes the arena where these dimensions meet in concrete practice, 

producing graduates capable of leading society toward integral human development. 

4.7 Transformative Learning and Spiritual Formation 

Jack Mezirow’s (2000) theory of transformative learning posits that education becomes 
transformative when it leads to a “perspective transformation”—a shift in worldview that reorients 

one’s understanding of self and world. Service learning catalyzes such transformation by exposing 

students to disorienting dilemmas—situations that challenge assumptions about privilege, poverty, 

or ecological indifference. 

In the Catholic context, this transformation is not only cognitive but also spiritual. It entails a 
process of metanoia—conversion of heart and mind. As Lonergan (1972) described, genuine 

understanding involves “self-transcendence through conversion.” In my experience as a theology 

educator, students who engage in sustained service learning frequently articulate a deepened sense 
of vocation, perceiving their academic studies as participation in God’s redemptive work in the 

world. 

Liturgical and reflective practices often accompany this process. Many Kenyan Catholic 

universities integrate service reflection masses, spiritual journaling, or community retreats at the 

conclusion of service projects. These practices embed service within the sacramental rhythm of 

Christian life, affirming that transformation is ultimately the work of grace. 



African Journal for Social Transformation   ISSN: 2958-0447 Volume I Issue 1 2026 
 

15 
 

4.8 Service Learning as Praxis of Hope 

Finally, service learning, when viewed through the lens of Catholic theology, emerges as a praxis 
of hope. In a world marked by ecological anxiety, social fragmentation, and moral relativism, hope 

becomes both a theological virtue and an educational necessity. Hope resists cynicism; it believes 
that transformation—of self, community, and creation—is possible because God continues to act 

in history (Moltmann, 1967). 

Service learning cultivates hope not by denying suffering but by engaging it redemptively. When 
students serve in marginalized contexts, they encounter the crucified Christ in the faces of the poor, 

and in doing so, they discover the paschal mystery of resurrection and renewal. This encounter 
transforms both the learner and the community, revealing that education, rightly understood, is an 

act of hope in God’s future. 

In this sense, service learning fulfills Pope Francis’s (2020) vision of a “new humanism of 
fraternity” that bridges knowledge and compassion. Education becomes, as he says, “a movement 

of persons who share the same dream: that of a humanism born of solidarity” (para. 3). Service 
learning thus becomes both a pedagogy and a theology of hope — a way of forming agents of 

sustainable transformation who believe, with St. Paul, that “creation itself will be set free from its 

bondage to decay” (Rom 8:21). 

5.Catholic Social Teaching and the Pedagogy of Integral Human Development 

This section builds on the previous discussion by focusing more explicitly on the theological 
foundations of the proposed integral pedagogy. While Section 4 emphasized praxis, this section 

clarifies the normative vision of human development that underpins it. 

5.1 Introduction: From Social Doctrine to Educational Praxis 

At the heart of Catholic education lies the conviction that learning must serve the human person 

in his or her totality—body, mind, and spirit. This conviction is articulated most fully in the 
Church’s doctrine of integral human development (IHD), which Pope Paul VI (1967) defined as 

“the development of each person and of the whole person” (Populorum Progressio, para. 14). 

Integral human development moves beyond the economic and technological dimensions of growth 

to embrace the moral, spiritual, and relational dimensions of human flourishing. 

In this section, I argue that service learning constitutes a contemporary pedagogy of integral human 
development, especially within Catholic higher education in Kenya. It provides a concrete 

framework for translating the moral vision of Catholic Social Teaching (CST) into educational 

practice. Service learning thus becomes a “laboratory of humanity,” where students learn not only 

to think critically but to live ethically, act justly, and hope sustainably. 

Kenyan Catholic universities, as I have shown earlier, are uniquely positioned to embody this 
vision because their founding mission aligns with CST’s call for justice, solidarity, and care for 

creation. Their pedagogical approaches demonstrate how the Church’s social doctrine can shape a 

generation capable of building what Pope Francis (2013) calls “a culture of encounter” (Evangelii 

Gaudium, para. 220). 
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5.2 The Foundations of Integral Human Development in Catholic Thought 

Integral human development expands the purpose of education beyond economic productivity as 
it provides a unifying framework that brings together the diverse concepts explored in this 

paper—service learning, sustainability, and moral formation—within a coherent vision of human 

flourishing. 

The concept of integral human development traces its roots to the Catholic philosophical tradition, 

particularly Thomistic anthropology, which views the human person as a unity of intellect, will, 
and body ordered toward communion with God and others (Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I–II, q.1, 

a.8). In modern Catholic teaching, this idea was rearticulated by Pope Paul VI in Populorum 
Progressio (1967), where he critiqued development models that measure progress solely by 

material gain. He wrote: 

“The development we speak of cannot be restricted to economic growth alone. It must foster the 

development of each person and of the whole person” (Paul VI, 1967, para. 14) 

Paul VI’s insight established a paradigm shift: authentic development must be human-centered, 
moral, and relational. This holistic vision inspired subsequent papal teaching—Sollicitudo Rei 

Socialis (John Paul II, 1987), Caritas in Veritate (Benedict XVI, 2009), and Laudato Si’ (Francis, 

2015)—each extending the idea of integral development into new social, ecological, and 

technological contexts. 

Benedict XVI (2009) deepened this framework by linking human development with truth and love, 
declaring that “development needs to be integral; it has to promote the good of every man and of 

the whole man” (Caritas in Veritate, para. 18). Francis (2015) later expanded the horizon to include 

the ecological dimension, insisting that “everything is interconnected” and that integral 

development demands care for both people and planet (Laudato Si’, para. 138). 

Thus, integral human development provides a moral architecture for contemporary education. It 
calls for pedagogies that foster intellectual competence, ethical discernment, ecological 

responsibility, and spiritual maturity. Service learning, by integrating knowledge with social action 

and reflection, operationalizes this integral vision in the classroom and beyond. 

5.3 Service Learning as a Pedagogy of Integral Development 

Service learning actualizes integral human development by aligning education with the Church’s 
four foundational principles of CST: the dignity of the human person, the common good, 

subsidiarity, and solidarity (Pontifical Council for Justice and Peace, 2004). Through structured 

engagement and reflection, these principles are not merely taught but experienced, addressing the 

gap between theological ideals and educational practice identified earlier in the Kenyan context. 

In the foregoing, I am going to show how each of these principles finds tangible expression in the 

practice of service learning. 

1. Human Dignity: Every human being is created in the image of God (Gen 1:27), endowed 

with reason and freedom. Service learning fosters respect for human dignity by engaging 
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students in encounters that humanize the poor and marginalized. For example, Tangaza 

University’s Community Empowerment Project encourages students to accompany street 
families in Nairobi, moving from acts of charity to advocacy for structural justice. In this 

encounter, learners rediscover the theological truth that “the glory of God is the living 
human being” (Irenaeus, Adversus Haereses, IV, 20, 7). 

2. The Common Good: Service learning promotes communal responsibility by situating 

learning within the social fabric. Projects such as CUEA’s Youth for Sustainable 
Livelihoods initiative link academic study with community-based entrepreneurship, 

enabling students to contribute to shared well-being. This reflects the CST teaching that 
“the common good is the sum total of social conditions which allow people to reach their 

fulfillment” (Pontifical Council for Justice and Peace, 2004, para. 164). 

3. Subsidiarity: This principle emphasizes that decisions should be made at the most local 
level possible. Service learning cultivates subsidiarity by empowering communities to 

identify their own needs and participate in the design of interventions. When students 
collaborate rather than impose, they practice participatory development—a model 

increasingly relevant for Kenyan grassroots empowerment. 

4. Solidarity: Perhaps the most transformative dimension of service learning, solidarity 
transforms compassion into communion. It calls learners to “feel responsible for all” (John 

Paul II, 1987, para. 38). Through shared service and reflection, students come to perceive 

others not as recipients of aid but as co-participants in God’s mission of redemption. 

By integrating these principles, service learning becomes a microcosm of integral human 

development. It shapes graduates capable of envisioning development not as accumulation but as 

communion—where economic, social, and spiritual progress are inseparable. 

5.4 Integral Human Development and the Kenyan Reality 

Kenya’s socio-economic landscape vividly illustrates the urgency of integral development. The 

nation’s progress in education and technology coexists with persistent inequalities, youth 

unemployment, and ecological degradation. Development, in this context, risks becoming 
fragmented—productive in numbers but deficient in meaning. In Kenya, where development 

challenges intersect with ethical and ecological concerns, integral human development provides a 
critical corrective to fragmented models of progress. Service learning offers a practical mechanism 

for translating this vision into educational practice, aligning institutional missions with both 

national policy goals and global sustainability frameworks. 

Catholic universities, through service learning, can model an alternative paradigm rooted in CST. 

For instance, Strathmore University’s Entrepreneurship for Good initiative trains students to 
establish social enterprises that address unemployment while promoting environmental 

sustainability. These programs embody Benedict XVI’s (2009) teaching that “the way humanity 

treats the environment influences the way it treats itself” (Caritas in Veritate, para. 51). 

Similarly, Tangaza University’s Faith and Ecology module invites students to integrate theological 

reflection with ecological activism, aligning academic formation with Pope Francis’s (2015) call 
for “ecological conversion.” These practices reveal that integral development must begin in 

educational formation—shaping a conscience attuned to justice, sustainability, and spiritual 

purpose. 
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At a policy level, the Kenyan Vision 2030 and the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 

emphasize economic growth, social equity, and environmental stewardship. Service learning 
aligns with these national aspirations by providing a moral and experiential foundation for their 

realization. It forms the human capital necessary for ethical governance, community leadership, 

and responsible innovation. 

5.5 Service Learning, Faith, and the Formation of the Whole Person 

Catholic education insists that faith and reason are not opposing domains but complementary 
dimensions of truth (John Paul II, 1998, Fides et Ratio). Service learning provides a context where 

faith informs reason and reason refines faith. When students engage in community service and 
reflect theologically on their experiences, they internalize the inseparability of knowledge and 

virtue. 

This integration aligns with the Church’s vision of education as evangelization. Gravissimum 
Educationis (Vatican Council II, 1965) teaches that education aims to “develop the ability to form 

sound moral judgment and to act in accordance with it” (para. 1). Service learning actualizes this 

goal by uniting academic excellence with moral and spiritual depth. 

In Kenyan Catholic universities, faith formation often accompanies community engagement. For 

example, student reflections in Tangaza’s Social Ministry Program reveal that sustained exposure 
to social injustice often leads to deeper prayer and discernment about vocation (Waweru, 2022). 

This dynamic mirrors the Incarnational pattern: faith seeks understanding, and understanding seeks 

transformation. 

Such integration also resonates with Laudato Si’, where Francis (2015) calls for “a new education” 

that overcomes fragmentation by cultivating “a spirituality of global solidarity” (para. 210). 
Service learning thus becomes both catechetical and prophetic: catechetical because it nurtures 

moral conviction, prophetic because it challenges unjust structures. 

5.6 Service Learning as a Theology of Action 

The theological foundation of service learning can be expressed as a theology of action—the belief 

that faith becomes credible only when embodied in love and justice. The Letter of James (2:17) 
reminds us that “faith without works is dead.” Catholic universities are therefore called to embody 

faith through socially engaged pedagogy. 

In practice, this theology of action transforms classrooms into communities of discernment. 

Reflection sessions after service experiences invite students to connect Scripture, tradition, and 

social reality. Faculty play the role of formators, guiding students to interpret their experiences 

through the lenses of grace and justice. 

Moreover, this theology of action embodies Pope Francis’s (2020) call in the Global Compact on 
Education for a “new humanism” grounded in participation, dialogue, and service. Service 

learning thus becomes a space where theology meets development practice—a field of cooperation 

between Church teaching and public policy in Kenya’s quest for sustainable futures. 
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5.7 Service Learning and the Ethics of Hope 

Integral human development, as understood in CST, is ultimately eschatological—it points toward 
the fullness of human flourishing in communion with God. This eschatological horizon gives 

service learning its moral dynamism: education becomes participation in the divine mission of 

renewal. 

Hope, therefore, is not an emotional optimism but a theological virtue that energizes social 

transformation. As Moltmann (1967) notes, hope is “the anticipation of the future of God in 
history.” Service learning, by engaging students in transformative praxis, allows them to 

participate in that anticipation. Each act of service—each project of justice, peace, and ecological 

care—becomes a sacrament of hope, a sign that God’s kingdom is already breaking into the world. 

In conclusion while Sections 4 and 5 engage similar concepts, their focus is distinct: Section 4 

examines how service learning functions as transformative praxis, whereas this section establishes 
why such praxis is necessary by grounding it in the theological vision of integral human 

development. Together, they provide both the methodological and normative justification for the 

proposed integral pedagogy of sustainability. 

6. Challenges, Policy Implications, and Future Directions 

While service learning holds immense promise as a transformative educational methodology, its 
successful implementation in Kenya faces multifaceted challenges that demand critical attention. 

Addressing these obstacles is essential not only to strengthen pedagogical outcomes but also to 
ensure that service learning fulfills its potential as a catalyst for social change and sustainable 

development. Consequently, this section explores the key policy implications arising from current 

challenges and outlines strategic directions necessary to embed service learning more deeply and 

effectively within Kenya’s education system. 

6.1 Introduction: The Paradox of Promise and Difficulty 

In the preceding sections, I have argued that service learning represents a powerful pedagogy for 

Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) rooted in Catholic Social Teaching (CST). Yet, as 

I have observed in practice and institutional experience, the implementation of service learning in 
Kenya’s higher education context faces a complex array of challenges—structural, pedagogical, 

financial, and cultural. 

These challenges do not diminish the promise of service learning; rather, they reveal the tension 

between the ideal of integral human development and the constraints of contemporary education 

systems. To remain faithful to its theological and developmental mission, Catholic higher 
education must therefore engage in critical reflection, institutional renewal, and creative policy 

advocacy. 

6.2 Institutional Challenges in Kenyan Higher Education 

The first major obstacle to the widespread integration of service learning in Kenya is institutional 

capacity. Many universities, especially faith-based ones, operate under limited budgets and depend 
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heavily on tuition fees. Service learning, by its very nature, demands extra resources—

transportation, supervision, partnerships with communities, and faculty time for mentoring and 
reflection. As Strathmore University’s (2021) internal review noted, “resource-intensive 

pedagogies such as service learning often compete with institutional priorities centered on research 

output and financial sustainability” (p. 34). 

Secondly, there is often a lack of curricular coherence. Service learning programs are sometimes 

appended to academic modules as co-curricular activities rather than embedded as integral 
components of course outcomes. Without a clear academic framework, the transformative 

potential of service learning risks being reduced to volunteerism or charity. This undermines the 
rigorous intellectual and theological reflection that distinguishes true service learning from 

community service. 

Thirdly, there remains a gap in faculty formation. While Kenyan universities boast many 
competent lecturers, not all are familiar with the pedagogical and theological foundations of 

service learning. Faculty development programs that integrate Catholic Social Teaching with 

experiential pedagogy are therefore essential for sustaining quality and consistency. 

6.3 Cultural and Theological Tensions 

From a cultural perspective, implementing service learning within Kenyan universities requires 
sensitivity to traditional attitudes toward knowledge and authority. The dominant educational 

model, inherited from colonial systems, has tended to emphasize rote learning and teacher-
centered instruction. Service learning, in contrast, demands dialogical engagement, critical inquiry, 

and student initiative. 

This shift challenges both students and faculty to reimagine their roles—not as transmitters and 
receivers of knowledge, but as co-learners in transformative praxis. As Freire (1970) warned, 

education that fails to challenge “banking” models of knowledge becomes complicit in 

reproducing inequality. 

Theologically, service learning in Catholic universities must navigate the fine line between social 

activism and spiritual formation. Some students, particularly those from secular backgrounds, may 
interpret service learning purely in sociological or political terms. Conversely, others might 

spiritualize it to the extent that it loses its structural dimension of justice. The task of Catholic 
pedagogy, therefore, is to maintain the Incarnational balance: faith expressed in action, and action 

informed by faith. 

In this regard, the Compendium of the Social Doctrine of the Church (Pontifical Council for Justice 
and Peace, 2004) provides an invaluable framework by reminding educators that “faith is not 

merely private conviction but a light for all social life” (para. 552). This integration of 
contemplation and action is precisely what Kenyan Catholic universities must cultivate in their 

service learning programs. 

6.4 Policy and Governance Implications 
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Service learning also raises important policy questions for national and ecclesial governance. At 

the national education policy level, Kenya’s Competency-Based Curriculum (CBC) and Vision 
2030 both emphasize experiential and value-based learning. However, the integration of faith and 

ethics into development-oriented education remains limited in public discourse. 

I believe Catholic universities have an opportunity to influence policy by demonstrating how 

service learning contributes to the holistic competencies envisioned in CBC—critical thinking, 

citizenship, collaboration, and social responsibility. This requires documenting measurable 
outcomes and producing research that links service learning with employability, civic engagement, 

and community resilience. 

At the ecclesial level, episcopal conferences and Catholic education offices should consider 

formulating guidelines for service learning as part of their pastoral strategy for education. Such 

guidelines could align Catholic universities and secondary schools around common standards of 

community engagement, moral formation, and sustainability education. 

Institutionally, each university should establish a Service Learning and Community Engagement 
Office to coordinate programs, evaluate impact, and ensure theological coherence. Partnerships 

with diocesan Caritas offices and local NGOs would strengthen implementation and avoid 

duplication of efforts. 

6.5 Service Learning in the Digital and AI Era 

As Kenya and the global Church enter the digital and artificial intelligence (AI) age, service 
learning faces both new opportunities and ethical dilemmas. The COVID-19 pandemic accelerated 

digital learning, but also exposed how virtual education can disconnect learners from lived human 

experience. Service learning, therefore, becomes even more vital as an antidote to digital 

alienation. 

Emerging technologies can, however, enhance service learning when guided by ethical principles. 
Virtual platforms can facilitate community mapping, digital storytelling, and intercultural dialogue 

between students and marginalized groups (UNESCO, 2021). Artificial intelligence can assist in 

data analysis for community projects and sustainable development monitoring. Yet, these tools 

must remain servants of human dignity, not substitutes for authentic encounter. 

Catholic Social Teaching offers an ethical compass here. As Pope Francis (2020) cautions, 
“technological progress detached from moral responsibility can lead to a new form of human 

impoverishment” (Fratelli Tutti, para. 29). Therefore, Kenyan Catholic universities must model 

an ethics of technology grounded in solidarity, ensuring that innovation serves human flourishing. 

In this way, service learning becomes a formative response to digital culture—helping students 

integrate technological literacy with moral discernment. Through hybrid models that combine 
online research and physical engagement, the pedagogy of service learning can adapt to new 

realities while remaining faithful to its incarnational ethos. 

6.6 Strategic Directions for the Future 
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Looking forward, I propose several strategic directions for deepening the role of service learning 

in Kenyan Catholic higher education and beyond: 

1. Institutionalization and Accreditation: Service learning should be recognized as a credit-

bearing pedagogical component across disciplines. Accreditation bodies, such as the 
Commission for University Education (CUE), should develop criteria for experiential 

learning assessment aligned with ESD goals. 

2. Faculty Development: Establish regular formation workshops for faculty linking 
theology, pedagogy, and sustainability. Partnerships with international Catholic networks 

like UNISERVITATE can provide training and funding. 
3. Research and Publication: Encourage interdisciplinary research on service learning’s 

impact on moral reasoning, social justice engagement, and employability among graduates. 

Journals of Catholic education in Africa could dedicate special issues to this field. 
4. Community Partnerships: Build long-term collaborations with parishes, local 

governments, and NGOs to ensure continuity and reciprocity in service projects. 
5. Spiritual Integration: Embed theological reflection and liturgical celebration into service 

learning cycles, affirming that every act of service participates in God’s creative mission. 

6. Policy Engagement: Collaborate with national education ministries to incorporate service 

learning principles into ESD frameworks and teacher training programs. 

6.7 The Pilgrimage of Hope in Kenyan Education 

In reflecting on Kenya’s educational future through the lens of Catholic Social Teaching and 

service learning, I am convinced that education must recover its moral and spiritual telos. 

Development without ethics is unsustainable; knowledge without service is sterile. Service 
learning represents not only a pedagogy but a spirituality—a journey of becoming co-creators of 

a just, humane, and sustainable society. 

As Catholic educators in Kenya, our mission is to form pilgrims of hope—students who see 

education not as self-promotion but as participation in God’s ongoing work of redemption and 

renewal. In the face of digital complexity, social inequality, and ecological crisis, service learning 
offers a concrete path toward integral human development, one rooted in encounter, solidarity, and 

hope. 

Through it, Catholic universities can fulfill their vocation as “laboratories of faith and reason” 

(John Paul II, 1990, Ex Corde Ecclesiae, para. 32), nurturing a new generation of African leaders 

who think ethically, act justly, and love generously. 

7. Conclusion: Toward a Holistic Vision of Education for Sustainable Development 

This paper has argued that the integration of service learning, Education for Sustainable 
Development, and Catholic Social Teaching provides a coherent and transformative framework 

for reimagining higher education in Kenya and beyond. Moving beyond narrowly technical or 

utilitarian models of education, this integrated approach situates learning within a broader moral 
and ecological horizon, where knowledge is inseparable from responsibility, and education is 

oriented toward the flourishing of both people and planet. 
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Through a conceptual and interdisciplinary analysis, supported by illustrative examples from 

Kenyan Catholic universities, the study has demonstrated that service learning serves as a vital 
pedagogical bridge between theory and practice. When aligned with the global vision of ESD 

and grounded in the ethical principles of CST, it fosters an educational process that is 
experiential, reflective, and action-oriented. In this process, students are not only equipped with 

academic competencies but are also formed as morally responsible agents capable of 

contributing to social transformation and sustainable development. 

At the heart of this integration lies the concept of integral human development, which calls for 

the formation of the whole person—intellectually, ethically, spiritually, and socially. Service 
learning operationalizes this vision by creating spaces where learners encounter real-world 

challenges, engage in critical reflection, and respond through informed and compassionate 

action. In doing so, it transforms education into a praxis of solidarity, ecological stewardship, 

and civic responsibility. 

The Kenyan experience highlights both the promise and the complexity of this pedagogical 
model. While institutions such as the Catholic University of Eastern Africa, Tangaza University, 

and Strathmore University have developed innovative approaches to community engagement, 

challenges related to institutional capacity, curricular integration, and conceptual clarity remain. 
Addressing these challenges requires not only policy support and institutional commitment but 

also a renewed understanding of education as a moral and spiritual vocation. 

Ultimately, this paper proposes that an integral pedagogy of sustainability—grounded in the 

convergence of service learning, ESD, and CST—offers a compelling vision for the future of 

higher education. Such a pedagogy forms graduates who are not only skilled professionals but 
also ethical leaders, capable of advancing the common good and responding to the ecological 

and social crises of our time. 

In this way, higher education becomes more than a site of knowledge production; it becomes a 

transformative space of encounter, discernment, and hope—forming individuals and 

communities committed to building a just, sustainable, and humane world. 
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