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Abstract
Background: Service-learning has emerged as an effective pedagogical strategy in health professions
education, promoting academic development, civic engagement, and professional growth. However,
evidence of its impact on occupational therapy (OT) students remains limited.

Objective: This study aimed to investigate the learning outcomes, attitudes, and experiences of OT
students who participated in a service-learning program.

Methods: A mixed-methods design was employed. Pre- and post-program surveys (n=31) using the
Service-Learning Outcomes Measurement Scale-Short Version were used to assess competency-based
outcomes. After program completion, a survey was conducted to assess the students’ understanding of
service-learning and its perceived relevance to OT education. Focus group interviews were subsequently
conducted and thematically analyzed to further explore their perspectives.

Results: Quantitative analyses revealed significant improvements with moderate effect sizes in
knowledge application, personal and professional skills, and self-awareness. Although changes in civic
orientation and engagement were non-significant, small-to-moderate effect sizes were observed. Post-
program surveys indicated positive perceptions of service-learning, with students acknowledging its
relevance to OT education and its role in integrating theoretical knowledge with real-world practice.
Qualitative analysis identified three overarching themes: enhanced learning outcomes, personal growth
and transformation, and strengthened professional identity.

Conclusion: Service-learning positively contributes to academic development, personal growth, and the
formation of professional identity among OT students. These findings underscore the importance of
integrating service-learning into OT curricula to promote holistic student growth and professional
preparedness.

Introduction
In contemporary health professions education, there is growing recognition that cultivating technical
competence alone is insufficient to prepare future practitioners for the complexities of modern
healthcare systems.1 Educators now emphasize the development of interpersonal skills, ethical
reasoning, civic responsibility, and professional identity as essential components of comprehensive
professional development.2,3 To address these evolving educational needs, service-learning has
emerged as an innovative and impactful pedagogical approach that integrates academic content with
meaningful community engagement.4

Service-learning is a structured educational experience in which students engage in organized service
activities addressing community-identified needs, combined with guided reflection that promotes
academic learning and personal growth.5 Unlike traditional classroom learning, service-learning
emphasizes experiential, student-centered education that situates learning within authentic social
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contexts. This approach enhances empathy, critical thinking, cultural competence, and social awareness
among students across health-related disciplines.6,7

In occupational therapy (OT) education, service-learning is particularly relevant because it aligns with the
profession’s core principles of occupational justice, holistic care, and client-centered practice. Engaging
with underserved populations in real-world settings allows OT students to deepen their understanding of
the social determinants of health, develop professional communication skills, and address ethical and
practical challenges that extend beyond textbook scenarios.8–10 Such experiences often foster personal
reflection, value clarification, and identity formation, all of which are integral to becoming competent and
compassionate occupational therapists.11–13

Despite the theoretical alignment and growing advocacy for service-learning in OT curricula, empirical
evidence of its impact remains limited, particularly in non-Western and culturally diverse contexts. Most
existing studies have relied on quantitative methods or focused primarily on academic performance and
skill acquisition.14 However, beyond quantitative research, exploring students’ subjective perspectives on
how they interpret, internalize, and transform their service-learning experiences remains essential.
Understanding students’ narratives of learning and growth is crucial for assessing the actual educational
value of service-learning and optimizing its integration into health professions education.15 This study
addressed this gap by employing both qualitative and quantitative methods to examine the perceived
learning outcomes, personal growth, and professional development of OT students who participated in a
structured service-learning program. Through an in-depth analysis of student reflections alongside a
quantitative evaluation of academic competencies and skill acquisition, this study aimed to elucidate
how service-learning fosters professional identity formation and prepares students to navigate the
interpersonal and ethical complexities of clinical practice. Focusing on Korean OT students, it offers a
context-specific perspective that contributes to a broader understanding of how service-learning
supports student development across diverse educational and cultural settings.

Method
Participants

Participants were third-year OT students enrolled in the Community-Based Occupational Therapy course
at Jeonju University in the Jeolla region of Korea. The course includes a structured service-learning
program spanning two academic semesters. A total of 31 students participated in the study during the
first semester of 2025, all without prior service-learning experience. Although service-learning activities
were course requirements, only students who voluntarily consented were included in the pre- and post-
surveys and focus-group interviews. Focus group participants were selected through purposive sampling
based on two criteria: (a) enrollment in and completion of the service-learning course during the study
period, and (b) voluntary agreement to participate in the discussions. Students who did not consent or
missed major program activities were excluded to ensure that participants had direct, relevant
experiences to provide meaningful insights into the program’s learning outcomes. Written informed
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consent was obtained from all participants prior to data collection. The study protocol was reviewed and
approved by the Institutional Review Board of Jeonju University (No. jjIRB-2024-1005).

Service-learning procedure

The structured service-learning program was integrated into the Community-Based Occupational Therapy
course over one academic semester. The program was implemented in four sequential phases:
preparation, action, reflection, and evaluation and feedback. Figure 1 outlines the components and
details of the service-learning approach used in this study.

Outcome measures

Quantitative and qualitative methods were employed to assess students’ perceptions, attitudes, and
competency-based outcomes related to the service-learning course. A self-developed questionnaire
assessed the students’ understanding of service-learning, its perceived relevance to OT education, and
their attitudes toward community engagement. Questionnaire items were developed based on a review
of relevant literature and core components of service-learning in OT education.16,17 To ensure content
validity, faculty experts reviewed the draft questionnaire, and a pilot test was conducted with a small
group of students to confirm its clarity and relevance. 

A validated short version of the Service-Learning Outcomes Measurement Scale (S-LOMS-SV) was used
to measure competency-based learning outcomes. It comprises 21 items across four domains:
knowledge application, personal and professional skills, civic orientation and engagement, and self-
awareness. The S-LOMS-SV has demonstrated content and construct validity and high internal
consistency in a previous study18 and was adapted to align with the core competencies emphasized in
OT education. The scale was administered before and after the program to examine changes in student
outcomes over time. 

To gain an in-depth understanding of students’ subjective experiences, semi-structured guiding
questions were developed for the focus group interviews. The interview guide was developed based on a
literature review of service-learning in OT education. It explored themes such as perceived learning
outcomes, challenges encountered during the program, personal growth, and professional identity
formation. By integrating quantitative and qualitative approaches, this study comprehensively captured
the educational and experiential impacts of the service-learning program. Table 1 presents the semi-
structured interview guide developed for the focus group discussions.

Data analysis 

All quantitative data were analyzed using SPSS version 15.0 (IBM Corp., Armonk, NY, USA). Descriptive
statistics, including means, standard deviations, and frequencies, were used to summarize the
participant characteristics. Changes in outcomes measured using the S-LOMS-SV were examined using
paired sample t-tests, with statistical significance set at p<.05. Perceptions and attitudes toward service-
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learning were analyzed using means, standard deviations, and positive response rates (%), calculated as
the proportion of students who selected “agree” or “strongly agree” for each item.

Qualitative data from the focus group interviews were analyzed using a constant comparative method.19

Two researchers independently reviewed and coded transcripts, using open coding to identify initial
themes. Codes were discussed until consensus was reached, after which categories were developed
and axial coding was applied to identify overarching themes and subthemes. Selective coding was then
used to refine the analysis and capture key learning outcomes, personal and professional growth, and
perceived challenges during the service-learning program. The criteria of truth value, applicability,
consistency, and neutrality proposed by Lincoln and Guba20 were applied to ensure the trustworthiness
of the qualitative data. Participants’ statements were recorded verbatim and independently analyzed by
two researchers to maintain truth value. Applicability was confirmed through consultations with two OT
professors experienced in qualitative research who were not involved in the study. Consistency was
enhanced through regular meetings among the authors to compare analyses and discuss alternative
interpretations. To ensure neutrality, the researchers adopted an “epoche” approach to minimize the
influence of personal bias on data interpretation.

Results
Participant characteristics

A total of 31 students participated in this study, comprising 13 men (41.9%) and 18 women (58.1%), with
a mean age of 21.61±1.45 years.

Changes in service-learning outcomes

Significant improvements and moderate effect sizes were observed in the domains of knowledge
application (pre: 6.13±1.97; post: 7.25±1.63; p=.011, Cohen’s d=0.56), personal and professional skills
(pre: 6.38±1.85; post: 7.24±1.68; p=.047, d=0.47), and self-awareness (pre: 7.17±1.65; post: 8.16±1.62;
p=.037, d=0.45). Although the improvement in civic orientation and engagement was not significant
(p=.175), the mean score increased from 7.66±1.54 to 8.21±1.38, with a small-to-moderate effect size
(d=0.40) (Table 2, Figure 2). 

Perceptions and attitudes toward the service-learning course

Post-program survey revealed that participants generally expressed high levels of agreement regarding
their perceptions of and attitudes toward the service-learning course (Table 3). Among the perception-
related items, the highest positive response rates (100%) were observed for “Class content was linked to
actual service activities” and “I felt a sense of responsibility as a community member.” Similarly, items
such as “The content of the course is related to my major” and “Classroom learning was connected with
field experience” also demonstrated high positive response rates (95.9%). Regarding attitudes toward
service-learning, students strongly agreed that the program effectively connected academic learning
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with real-world experiences (positive response: 95.9%) and enhanced their interpersonal skills as future
professionals (95.8%). However, the item “My ability to collaborate has improved” received a relatively
lower positive response rate (66.7%).

Qualitative findings

Thematic analysis of the focus group interviews identified three primary categories: (1) perceived
learning outcomes from service-learning, (2) perceived personal growth and transformation, and (3)
influence on professional outlook and career identity (Figure 3). 

Perceived Learning Outcomes from Service-Learning

Participants described applying academic knowledge in real-world contexts and developing practical
clinical skills. The “application of academic knowledge” theme involved the transfer of classroom
learning to field experiences and a deeper understanding of OT. For example, one participant stated, “It
was meaningful to apply what I had learned in class directly to clients.” The “development of practical
skills” theme encompassed acquiring clinical competencies, implementing intervention plans, and
learning client interaction. Students also reported experiences related to “client-centered approaches”
such as tailoring interventions to clients’ needs and recognizing the therapeutic value of meaningful
activities. Additional themes included “emotional engagement,” which involves building rapport with
clients; “adaptive problem-solving,” characterized by managing unexpected situations; and “teamwork
and program design,” reflecting collaborative goal setting and planning with peers (Table 4).

Perceived Personal Growth and Transformation

Participants described various dimensions of personal development during the program. The theme
“growth in flexibility and adaptability” captured students’ increased ability to respond to changing
circumstances. One student remarked, “I used to panic when things deviated from plans, but I became
more flexible.” The “enhanced collaboration and communication” theme reflected experiences of working
together to plan and implement interventions. Students also highlighted “development of professional
attitudes,” including greater respect and empathy for clients, and recognizing the importance of client
autonomy. Themes related to “value clarification and ethical sensitivity” comprised increased awareness
of social justice issues and evolving perceptions toward people with disabilities. Additionally,
participants described “increased self-efficacy” and “empathy and human understanding,” reporting
improvements in confidence and the ability to understand clients within their broader life contexts (Table
5).

Influence on Professional Outlook and Career Identity

Students discussed how service-learning shaped their perspectives on future professional roles. The
“clarification of OT roles in the community” theme reflected an enhanced understanding of OT functions
and scope in community settings. The “strengthening of career commitment” theme involved affirming
OT as a career choice and an increased awareness of its societal impact. Under “future applications of
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learned skills,” participants expressed intentions to incorporate their experiences into clinical practice,
particularly in program development and intervention planning. Additional themes included
“development of professional vision,” reflecting students’ ability to envision themselves as competent
practitioners, and “recognition of social responsibility,” highlighting their awareness of a therapist’s role
in promoting client well-being through therapeutic programs (Table 6).

Discussion
This study examined the impact of a service-learning course on OT students’ learning outcomes,
personal development, and professional identity. Integrated analysis of both quantitative and qualitative
data revealed that service-learning experiences significantly enhance students’ academic progress,
personal growth, and the development of professional competencies.

Enhancement of academic and practical competencies
The quantitative results demonstrated significant improvements in knowledge application, personal and
professional skills, and self-awareness, with moderate effect sizes (Cohen’s d = 0.45–0.56), indicating
significant contributions to participants’ learning outcomes. These findings align with prior research,
suggesting that service-learning enhances students’ ability to translate theoretical knowledge into
practice.21–23 Improvements in self-awareness and professional skills align with the findings of Bogo,24

who emphasized the importance of reflective practice in professional identity formation among
healthcare students. Qualitative findings corroborated the quantitative results, highlighting the
development of clinical competencies, such as assessment and intervention planning, and client-
centered care, which are considered core components of OT education and practice.25 Furthermore,
students’ reflections indicated that the course effectively integrated academic knowledge with real-world
engagement, exemplifying the principles of experiential and transformative learning.21,26 This alignment
between classroom instruction and community-based practice reinforces the pedagogical value of
service-learning in preparing OT students for diverse and dynamic clinical environments.27,28

Development of personal and interpersonal skills
The service-learning program significantly fostered students’ personal and interpersonal development,
particularly in flexibility, empathy, collaboration, and ethical sensitivity. The participants reported an
enhanced ability to adapt to unexpected situations, greater respect for clients’ lived experiences, and an
increased awareness of social justice issues. These findings align with existing literature indicating that
service-learning enhances civic responsibility, empathy, interpersonal communication, and ethical
reasoning.15,29 Additionally, students’ reflections indicated growth in perspective-taking and recognition
of systemic inequities, which are essential humanistic competencies in OT practice.30–32 These insights
demonstrate how experiential learning settings can promote critical engagement with social contexts
and professional values. Although the quantitative measures of civic orientation and engagement did not
reach statistical significance, the observed small-to-moderate effect size (Cohen’s d = 0.40) suggests
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that the program significantly influenced students’ attitudes. This finding is consistent with previous
studies suggesting that service-learning can foster attitudinal and value-based development even when
measurable changes are modest.21 These results indicate that the program facilitated the development
of professional identity rooted in humanistic values and social awareness, which are increasingly
recognized as essential for effective, client-centered OT practice.

Influence on career identity and professional vision
The service-learning experience significantly enhanced the students’ professional identity formation and
vision for their future careers. Students reported gaining insight into the broader role of occupational
therapists in community settings and reaffirmed their commitment to the profession. These findings
align with scoping reviews and mixed-method studies, highlighting that practice-based pedagogies, such
as service-learning, are critical for developing professional identity and intelligence in OT students.33

Furthermore, reflections on applying acquired skills and envisioning themselves as competent
practitioners suggest that the program contributed to immediate skill acquisition and long-term
professional growth. This finding aligns with prior research showing that immersive learning experiences
promote identity formation and readiness for professional roles.34

Educational and curricular implications
The findings of this study strongly support integrating structured service-learning into the OT curriculum.
By bridging academic content with community-based practice, service-learning enhances students’
clinical reasoning, ethical awareness, and social responsibility, which are core competencies in client-
centered OT.31,33 High levels of student agreement on the course’s relevance and its connection to field
experience underscore the educational value of such programs. These findings align with recent
literature showing that service-learning fosters professional identity formation, civic awareness, and
reflective thinking among OT students.12,35 Given the growing emphasis on experiential learning and
occupational justice in health profession education, incorporating service-learning as a pedagogical
strategy may better prepare students for the complex demands of community-based practice.31,36

Limitations and future directions
Despite the encouraging outcomes, this study has a few limitations. First, the sample size was relatively
small and drawn exclusively from a single institution, limiting the generalizability of the findings to
broader populations or other educational contexts. Future research should involve larger, more diverse
samples across multiple institutions to enhance external validity. Second, the reliance on self-report
instruments and the voluntary nature of participation may have introduced response bias, including
social desirability and selection bias. Future studies should consider incorporating mixed-method
approaches, including observational assessments, peer evaluations, and instructor-rated performance
measures, to triangulate the data and improve objectivity. Third, this study assessed only short-term
outcomes. Therefore, longitudinal research is needed to examine the lasting effects of service-learning
on students’ professional competencies, civic engagement, and workforce integration after graduation.
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Finally, although positive outcomes were observed across several domains, collaboration and civic
engagement showed relatively modest improvements. To strengthen these specific domains, further
investigations should explore pedagogical strategies or curricular enhancements, such as
interprofessional education modules, structured reflection, and mentorship opportunities.

Conclusion
This study provides evidence of the educational value of service-learning within OT programs. By
integrating academic content with real-world community engagement, service-learning fosters cognitive
development, personal growth, and professional identity formation. Participants reported enhanced
understanding of course materials, increased empathy, improved communication skills, and a clearer
vision of their roles as future occupational therapists. These findings highlight the potential of service-
learning as a transformative pedagogical tool aligned with the holistic and client-centered values of OT.
Therefore, integrating service-learning into health professions education may serve as an effective
strategy to prepare socially responsive and competent practitioners capable of addressing the complex
needs of diverse populations.
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Tables
Table 1. Areas and questions for group interviews

Learning Outcomes

1. What achievements did you gain from the community service experience? 

2. Can you describe a session that went particularly well? 

3. Were there any confusing or challenging moments during the program? 

4. How was your interaction with the clients?

Personal Change and Growth

1. Did you make any decisions or modify sessions during the program? How did you feel, and what
were your thoughts? 

2. Please describe your experiences collaborating and discussing with team members to plan and
implement the program. 

3. How did the community service experience influence your goals, values, attitudes, or beliefs? 

Professional Change and Growth 

1. How will this community service experience affect your future professional practice? 

Table 2. Pre-post changes in service-learning outcomes (S-LOMS-SV).
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Domain  Pre

(M±SD)

Post

(M±SD)

t df p Cohen’s d

Knowledge application  6.13±1.97 7.25±1.63 -2.758 23 .011 0.56

Personal & professional skills 6.38±1.85 7.24±1.68 -2.081 23 .047 0.47

Civic orientation & engagement 7.66 ±1.54 8.21±1.38 -1.398 23 .175 0.40

Self-awareness 7.17±1.65 8.16±1.62 -2.210 23 .037 0.45

Table 3. Perceptions and attitudes toward service-learning (post)

Perception of the service-learning course M±SD Positive response rate
(%)

The course content is related to my major. 4.63±0.57 95.9

Class content was linked to actual service activities. 4.58±0.50 100

It made me reflect on community issues. 4.54±0.65 91.7

Activities helped me understand the course objectives. 4.42±0.58 95.8

The course improved my ability to solve real-world problems. 4.58±0.65 91.7

Classroom learning was connected with field experience. 4.63±0.57 95.9

I felt a sense of responsibility as a community member. 4.61±0.49 100

I considered the roles and values of community. 4.46±0.58 95.8

Attitudes Toward Service Learning M±SD Positive response rate
(%)

I became more aware of the surrounding social issues. 4.38±0.71 87.5

Service-learning connects academic learning with real-world
experience.

4.50±0.59 95.9

My ability to collaborate has improved. 4.17±0.91 66.7

I became more open to diverse opinions. 4.38±0.64 91.6

Service learning is necessary in university education. 4.25±0.67 87.5

I think it can be applied to other courses in the future. 4.58±0.50 100

It helped me develop interpersonal skills needed as a
professional.

4.46±0.58 95.8

 Table 4. Perceived learning outcomes of the service-learning experience
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Theme Subtheme Representative Quotes

1. Application of
Academic
Knowledge

- Applying textbook
knowledge in real-world
settings

“It was meaningful to apply what I had learned
in class directly to clients.” (Student 5)

  - Better understanding of
occupational therapy 

“I achieved a deeper understanding of my
major and gained practical capabilities.”
(Student 6)

2. Development of
Practical Skills

- Acquiring clinical
competencies and field
skills

“I was able to experience actual clinical skills
and how to interact with real clients.” (Student
1)

  - Planning and executing
interventions

“I acquired skills in planning and
implementing programs, and adjusting
interventions based on post-evaluation.”
(Student 10)

3. Client-Centered
Approach

- Adapting activities to
client needs and functional
levels

“I learned how to grade activities according to
clients’ abilities.” (Student 4)

  - Understanding the
therapeutic effects of
meaningful activities

“I recognized the effects of handcraft
activities for clients with impaired hand
function.” (Student 4)

4. Emotional
Engagement

- Building rapport and
mutual sharing

“We shared our life stories, and by the end, we
had formed a close relationship.” (Student 3)

  - Enhancing empathy and
communication

“It helped me develop communication skills
with clients.” (Student 6)

5. Adaptive
Problem-Solving

- Managing unexpected or
challenging situations

“When a client cried and left, I felt confused
and did not know how to respond.” (Student 2)

  - Flexibility and
responsiveness in real-time
settings

“I had to quickly change the activity depending
on each client’s interest and ability.” (Student
10)

6. Program Design
and Teamwork

- Collaborating on
intervention goals and
methods

“We actively shared opinions in selecting
activities tailored to the clients.” (Student 1)

  - Enhancing intervention
planning skills

“I developed the ability to determine which
program suits which client best and
recognized the importance of feedback.”
(Student 7)

Table 5. Perceived personal growth and transformation through service-learning
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Theme Subtheme Representative Quotes

1. Growth in Flexibility
and Adaptability

- Real-time decision-making
and session adjustment

“When the activity ended early, we
improvised and implemented another
activity.” (Student 3)

  - Becoming less rigid and
more solution-oriented

“I used to panic when things deviated
from plan, but I became more flexible.”
(Student 1)

2. Enhanced
Collaboration and
Communication

- Active discussion and
shared decision-making
among team members

“We constantly exchanged ideas and
improved the program through group
discussion.” (Student 9)

  - Negotiating program
content and responsibilities

“Each session was planned
collaboratively, and everyone contributed
with ideas.” (Student 5)

3. Development of
Professional Attitudes

- Embracing respect and
empathy for clients

“I learned to approach people with
disabilities without hesitation.” (Student
4)

  - Understanding the
importance of client
participation and autonomy

“I realized that supporting client
participation is more important than
providing help unconditionally.” (Student
5)

4. Value Clarification
and Ethical Sensitivity

- Increased awareness of
social justice and diversity

“It made me reflect on how to understand
and support the socially vulnerable.”
(Student 6)

  - Shifting perspectives
toward people with
disabilities

“I began to view people with disabilities
not as different, but as individuals just
like us.” (Student 9)

5. Increased Self-
Efficacy and
Confidence

- Gained confidence in
clinical and leadership skills

“I developed confidence and courage to
lead a program.” (Student 2)

  - Identifying personal
strengths and areas for
improvement

“I became aware of areas for
improvement and strategies for
managing unexpected challenges.”
(Student 3)

6. Empathy and Human
Understanding

- Recognizing the client’s life
context

“To improve clients’ quality of life,
therapeutic skill alone is not enough—
understanding people is essential.”
(Student 6)

  - The importance of rapport
and client-centered
interaction

“I realized the importance of rapport in
enabling meaningful participation.”
(Student 8)

Table 6. The influence of service-learning on occupational therapy students’ professional outlook and
career identities
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Theme Subtheme Representative Quotes    

1. Clarification of
OT Roles in the
Community

- Understanding the
scope and function of
community-based OT

“I learned what occupational therapists
actually do in the community setting.”
(Student 1)

   

  - Increased interest in
community-based
practice

“Among various OT fields, I became
more interested in the community area.”
(Student 5)

   

2. Strengthening of
Career
Commitment

- Confirmation of OT as a
future profession

“This experience helped me build
confidence and confirmed my desire to
become an occupational therapist.”
(Student 6)

   

  - Awareness of the
profession’s social
impact

“It prompted me to reflect on the
significance and importance of being an
occupational therapist.” (Student 10)

   

3. Future
Application of
Learned Skills

- Applying service-
learning experience to
future clinical practice

“These experiences will help me in
designing and delivering future clinical
programs.” (Student 3)

   

  - Enhancing ability to
design and evaluate
interventions

“Through post-program evaluation, I
realized how our intervention improved
hand function, which made me
appreciate the value of OT.” (Student 4)

   

4. Development of
Professional Vision

- Envisioning oneself as a
capable and strategic
occupational therapist

“I want to become a therapist who is
friendly but also takes the lead with well-
planned programs.” (Student 2)

   

  - Self-reflection on
potential strengths and
specialization

“It prompted me to consider which area
of OT would best suit me in the future.”
(Student 10)

   

5. Recognition of
Social
Responsibility

- Helping clients live
better lives through
therapeutic programs

“As aging progresses, we can offer more
diverse, targeted interventions to
support better living for people with
disabilities.” (Student 2)

   

Figures
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Figure 1

Service-learning procedure
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Figure 2

Pre-Post Comparison of S-LOMS-SV Domain Scores
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Figure 3

Perceived learning outcomes from service-learning


