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Currently, all around the world societies tend to become more polarized and fragmented. In the educational
landscape Service-learning programs (SLP) have been traditionally seen as an instrument to bring together
people whose lives are different. In this study, we are interested in exploring to what extent SLP helps link the life
experiences of elite students from those of the marginalized communities that are ’served.” The research question
that guides this qualitative study is: to what extent do SL programs promote social capital—bridging and
bonding? While bridging had to do with the idea of connecting with the other, bonding had to do with the
emotional and social ties between the members of a ’similar’ group. Data were collected in two different phases.
At first, 16 service-learning coordinators from 13 different Latin American countries were interviewed; then, 48
students’ reflections were analyzed. The findings of this study reveal that Service-Learning Programs (SLP) in
Latin American elite schools primarily develop social cohesion focus on their students’ needs and interests, with
community voices seldom being heard. To foster more equitable service-learning experiences, a specific un-

derstanding of social capital based on the notion of reciprocity is proposed.

The purpose of the article is to critically assess the efficacy and im-
plications of service-learning programs (SLPs) in elite Latin American
schools for fostering social capital, with a particular focus on how these
programs might enhance social cohesion through bridging the divide
between students and marginalized communities. An examination of
service-learning programs (SLP) is timely in this era since these types of
approaches to experiential education have gained considerable support
in different places of the world (Furco, 2002; Kahne et al., 2000; Bringle
et al., 2022). Service-learning (SL) effectively brings alive theoretical
and conceptual topics covered in classrooms (Kahne and Westheimer,
1996; Kandel Veghazi, 2015). In addition, proponents of SLP argue that
students can enhance personal and interpersonal skills very effectively
(Furco, 2002). Service-Learning is thought to be an instrument to reduce
social fragmentation and instill in both students and local communities
that the distinction between ’us’ and ’them’ was harmful to society
(Moiseyenko, 2005). In effect, service-learning is thought to be an in-
strument to bring together people whose lives are different (McMurray
and Niens, 2012; Leeman and Pels, 2006). Several authors have also
argued that SLP students can better understand their capacity to make a
meaningful contribution to their community and society (Blanca et al.,
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2013; Eyler and Giles, 1999; Henderson et al., 2007). In sum, in times of
growing populism SL seems a key pedagogy to foster social cohesion
(Geier and Hasager, 2020).

The topic of elite schooling has received much attention in the
literature. One of the strongest consensuses is that the idea of elitism is
subjected to specific contexts; elite education is spatially and historically
determined (Kenway and Koh, 2015; Rizvi, 2014). Another essential
agreement in the literature is that elite schools can choose what audi-
ence they want to serve (Kenway and Koh, 2015; Maxwell and Aggleton,
2013; Van Zanten, 2010).

According to Bourdieu, elitist institutions legitimize belongingness
to the dominant or ruling class. As Kenway and Koh (2013) explained:
"Bourdieu exposes the central role of elite schools (universities) in
consecrating France’s social hierarchies through what he calls the
*operation of social alchemy’" (p. 274). Twine and Gardener (2013)
explained that students who go to elite schools enjoy power privilege.
The authors argued that privileged conferred elitist students an invisible
power, even to those who benefit from it. Even though this privileged
position exists, research has shown that the elite’s educators rarely make
their students reflect upon their power position. Kennedy and Power

Received 7 October 2024; Received in revised form 13 January 2025; Accepted 14 February 2025
0738-0593/© 2025 Elsevier Ltd. All rights are reserved, including those for text and data mining, Al training, and similar technologies.


mailto:egomezcaride@udesa.edu.ar
www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/07380593
https://www.elsevier.com/locate/ijedudev
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijedudev.2025.103235
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijedudev.2025.103235
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1016/j.ijedudev.2025.103235&domain=pdf

L. Barrenechea and E. Gomez Caride

(2014) looked at elite education in Ireland and found that students that
attended elite institutions then occupied critical positions of power
when becoming adults. Some of these students were at the center of
political power, while others became vital stakeholders in the business
world, accumulating different capital forms. Kennedy and Power
concluded that these elite institutions exacerbated the reproduction of
class privilege. They stated that the current configuration of the edu-
cation system is to condition and institutionalize the expectation con-
cerning the reproduction of class privilege.

Other scholars understood that elite schools were the instruments
parents chose to allow their children to belong to particular networks;
elite schools became the means to uphold certain social capital types.
Kenway and Koh (2013) explained that many Singaporean parents chose
schools that were "racially and socially stratified" (p., 279). This strati-
fication meant that specific networks were exclusive only for students
who had attended particular types of elite schools. However, this choice
is reciprocal; schools also choose those families that belong to these
privileged groups. Gaztambide-Fernandez (2009) explained that "no one
arrives in the admissions office of an elite boarding school by accident"
(p- 43). In the case of elite schools, sometimes only families with a prior
presence in the school can apply to enroll their children.

Waters and Brooks (2015) looked at 30 elite schools in England. One
of the most striking conclusions the authors draw from their qualitative
study was that "the relationships built within the elite school environ-
ment are, somehow, much deeper than normal friendships" (p. 12). The
websites of one of the elite boarding schools that Water and Brooks
visited explicitly stated as a selling point the *massive’ amount of time
that students had to form friendships (i.e., social capital).

There is also a growing body of literature on the intersection between
social capital and educational issues (Bernstein, 2000; Bryk and
Schneider, 2002; Coleman, 1992; Grenfell and James, 2003, 2000;
D’Agostino, 2010). The social capital theory gained popularity in the
education field due to authors such as Coleman (1988) and Bourdieu
(1989) in the late 1980s. Then, Putnam (1995) also stimulated interest
with his conceptualization of social capital theory in the 1990s.

Even when interest in the concepts of social capital and SL has
increased over the years (Campbell, 2000; Tapia, 2007) and), there is no
empirical study exploring the relationship between SL and social cohe-
sion through the stimulation of different forms of social capital within
elite schools. This inquiry is guided by exploring the extent to which
these programs facilitate social cohesion through both bridg-
ing—connecting individuals from different social backgrounds—and
bonding—strengthening ties within existing groups.

This study is significant for several reasons, most notably due to the
empirical gap in the Latin American context. In the current context of
polarized societies there is a pressing need for empirical research
exploring the relationship between service-learning, social capital, and
social cohesion within regions characterized by pronounced economic
disparities like Latin America. The region’s unique socio-economic
landscape offers a critical backdrop for examining how elite educa-
tional practices can impact social cohesion and equity, either by rein-
forcing societal divides or providing pathways for social integration.

Furthermore, the article contributes to a critical examination of elite
schooling and its role in relation to social cohesion. By focusing on elite
schools, the research delves into how these institutions, through SLPs,
may perpetuate class privileges or alternatively, serve as mechanisms for
fostering social mobility and cohesion. This nuanced exploration offers
insights into the complex dynamics between elite education, social
capital, and social cohesion. Additionally, by evaluating service-learn-
ing’s potential for social integration, the study enriches the discourse on
the effectiveness of educational interventions in promoting genuine
social engagement. This examination is pivotal in understanding the
broader impacts of SLPs on bridging socio-economic divides, thus
contributing to the theoretical discussions around social capital in the
educational sphere. Lastly, the findings of this research have profound
implications for educational policy and practice, especially in terms of
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designing SLPs that truly benefit and engage with marginalized com-
munities. By moving beyond the simplistic "us-them" dynamic, this
paper aims to inform the creation of more inclusive and community-
centered educational programs, thereby providing valuable insights
for policymakers, educators, and practitioners interested in leveraging
education as a tool for social equity. In sum, this research is set to make a
substantial contribution to the fields of education, sociology, and public
policy by offering a nuanced analysis of service-learning in elite
schooling contexts within Latin America, highlighting its potential as a
force for social cohesion and change.

1. Literature review on service-learning programs

Service-learning programs (SLP) as a pedagogical method are “meant
to serve a real need of the community, improve the quality of academic
learning, and spur the formation of personal values and responsible
citizenship” (Nieves Tapia, 2010). SLP is one of the several types of
experiential learning strategies that have been increasingly incorporated
in K-12 schools worldwide (Hume and Mondal, 2023). Although there
are some standard components, each SLP has its desired outcome. Riedel
(2002) explained that the SL programs he looked at wanted to promote
democratic citizenship by increasing a feeling of civic obligation polit-
ical. Henderson et al. (2007) evaluated whether mandatory
service-learning promoted civic and political engagement. Some SLP are
interested in promoting specific relational skills in students. For
instance, Westrick (2004) narrated that the SL was intended to promote
intercultural sensitivity. Cambridge and Simandiraki (2006) described
that SL programs helped students develop positive intergenerational
relationships with older people. Lastly, in the study of Wright and Lee
(2014), the service-learning program pretended to foster inter-cultural
understanding between students and other communities within Chi-
nese society.

Most SLP seems to pursue individual-level outcomes; some programs
are interested in organizational outcomes. Organizational outcomes
have to do with discovering spaces for cooperation, which would lead to
mutual benefit and support. For organizational outcomes to be achieved,
there have to be shared responsibilities and benefits between the part-
nerships’ members. For example, Dunne and Edwards (2010) explained
that upper-class Filipino students who attended international schools
understood their social responsibility better. However, in addition to
that, they could develop meaningful community connections. Through
these connections, students and community members partnered to
improve the living conditions in the marginalized communities. Simi-
larly, Belal (2017) also explained how upper-class students in Egyptian
schools also interacted with marginalized communities, which allowed
them to reflect on the importance of helping others collectively. Com-
munity members and students reflected on social problems and collab-
orated to design different ways to improve the local community’s living
conditions.

Lastly, some of the SLPs also seek to promote collective-level out-
comes. Nelson et al. (2001) described community outcomes as pro-
moting social change. The empirical studies’ service-learning programs
implied that high-school students conducted specific activities to impact
local communities. Hatziconstantis and Kolympari (2016), Dunne and
Edwards (2010), and Belal (2017) explicitly addressed the importance of
students’ engagement with local communities. Through this engage-
ment, students collaborated in different advocacy campaigns or assisted
oppressed groups such as the homeless. Therefore, students could
impact the communities they work with through their actions. Similarly,
Riedel (2002) also described the role of students in food shelves.
Therefore, through the service-learning program, high-school students
impacted communities.

2. Theoretical framework

The theoretical framework for analyzing the impact of service-
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learning programs (SLPs) in elite schools on social capital formation
integrates the concepts advanced by Bourdieu, Coleman, and Putnam,
providing a comprehensive perspective on how social capital functions
and evolves within educational contexts. This framework aims to
elucidate the mechanisms through which SLPs can influence social
capital among elite students and between these students and marginal-
ized communities.

2.1. Theoretical framework components

Bourdieu’s Concept of Social Capital: Bourdieu (1998) defines social
capital as the aggregate of the actual or potential resources linked to the
possession of a durable network of more or less institutionalized re-
lationships of mutual acquaintance and recognition. In this framework,
Bourdieu’s notion highlights how elite students might leverage SLPs to
access or expand their networks, reinforcing their social advantages.

Coleman’s Approach to Social Capital: Coleman (1988) broadens the
concept by including both individual and community-level outcomes of
social capital. He emphasizes the importance of social structures or
networks in facilitating certain actions of individuals within the struc-
ture. Coleman’s perspective is crucial for understanding how SLPs can
contribute to or detract from the creation of human capital by promoting
pro-social behaviors and reinforcing community norms among students
and the communities they serve. One key variable in Coleman’s theory is
reciprocity, which suggests that a benefit granted today creates an
expectation of future repayment. This concept implies an obligation on
the part of the recipient, who is expected to reciprocate the favor or
support at a later time.

Putnam’s distinction between Bridging and Binding in Social Capital:
Putnam (1995) introduces a critical differentiation between bridging
(inclusive) and bonding (exclusive) social capital. Bridging social capital
refers to social networks that connect individuals across diverse social
cleavages, fostering wider identity and reciprocity, whereas bonding
social capital strengthens ties within a homogeneous group. This
distinction is crucial for analyzing the dual potential of SLPs in elite
schools—either to bridge gaps with marginalized communities or to
reinforce existing social boundaries. That said, Leonard, (2004) studied
the social capital dynamic in West Belfast through the lens of Putnam
classification—bridging/bonding, and problematized Putnams$ distinc-
tion stating that the moving from bonding to bridging is beset since
economic capital plays a key role in the alquemy of the three capitals
(economic, social, cultural). A similar critique could arise from Latin
America’s critical tradition, which emphasizes the primacy of economic
capital in driving structural social changes. However, perspectives differ
regarding the power of schooling to transform the societal status quo.
For instance, Piuggros (2019) interprets Freire’s legacy as affirming the
potential of schooling as a political endeavor to reshape society.

The theoretical framework exploring the contributions of Bourdieu,
Coleman, and Putnam towards understanding social capital within the
context of service-learning programs (SLPs) can be dynamically repre-
sented through a layered circular diagram. This visual representation
underscores the foundational theories of social capital as proposed by
these scholars and their relevance in assessing the impacts of SLPs.
Central to this diagram is the inner circle, which encapsulates Bour-
dieu’s perspective on individual-level outcomes, particularly focusing
on the significance of networks and resources. Encircling this core, the
middle layer draws attention to Coleman’s insights, emphasizing the
role of pro-social behaviors and community norms in transitioning from
individual benefits to community-level outcomes. The outermost layer
of the diagram broadens the scope to include Putnam’s examination of
bridging and bonding social capital, illustrating the capacity of SLPs to
generate wider societal impacts. The diagram is further enriched with
arrows emanating from the center towards the periphery and inter-
connecting the layers, symbolizing the interplay and cumulative influ-
ence of these concepts in fostering social capital through SLPs. Through
this layered approach, the diagram accentuates the evolution of social
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capital from the microlevel of individual engagement to the macro level
of societal integration, offering a comprehensive view of the theoretical
underpinnings that guide the analysis of service-learning’s effects on
social capital formation.

2.2. Integration of theories and Latin American context

Latin America with the Sub/Saharan Africa remains the most un-
equal region in the world having significantly higher income inequality
than its degree of development would predict (Gasparini and Cruces,
2022). That said, Latin America also has unique pedagogical traditions.
Paulo Freire developed an institutional critique of the educational sys-
tem-banking model-but most importantly he made an epistemological
redefinition of the pedagogical subject. The previous knowledge of the
student was recognized as relevant, redefining the traditional relation-
ship between teacher and student (Puiggros, 2005). In line with this
"new" role of the student, SLP emphasizes active student involvement in
every stage of the educational project (Tapia, 2016). Hence, in the
unique educational and social environment of Latin American elite
schools, SLPs present a pivotal opportunity for engaging students from
high socio-economic backgrounds with marginalized communities. This
engagement, as framed by Bourdieu’s theory, suggests that elite students
might initially participate in SLPs to fulfill academic requirements, yet
the potential for genuine social cohesion through these programs is
significant. These interactions, if they evolve into sustained relation-
ships and mutual recognition, can extend the students’ social networks
beyond their immediate socio-economic class, reflecting Bourdieu’s
emphasis on the power of durable networks. Coleman’s approach,
focusing on the impact of social structures and norms, further deepens
our understanding by suggesting that the success of SLPs in fostering a
sense of community and pro-social behaviors among students and across
communities hinges on these programs’ design and implementation.
Moreover, the application of Putnam’s differentiation between bridging
and bonding social capital is especially pertinent in examining whether
SLPs facilitate meaningful connections that transcend cultural and
socio-economic divides or, conversely, solidify existing social
boundaries.

3. Methodology
3.1. Research design

The study’s methodology and analysis are intrinsically informed by
this theoretical backdrop. By selecting service-learning coordinators for
interviews and analyzing students’ reflections on their SLP experiences,
the research design is poised to capture the multifaceted process of so-
cial capital formation. The interviews with coordinators aim to shed
light on the intended structural dynamics of SLPs, while the students’
reflections offer a window into the actualized social impacts of these
interactions. This approach not only aligns with Coleman’s and Bour-
dieu’s theories by emphasizing the importance of social structures and
individual networks in the formation of social capital but also allows for
an in-depth exploration of Putnam’s bridging and bonding social capital
through the lived experiences of participants.

This qualitative research design consisted of two main phases. In the
first phase of the research project, we interviewed 16 service-learning
coordinators in Latin American elite schools. This first phase aimed to
learn about the SLP, knowing the intended outcomes and their experi-
ence coordinating groups of elite students. Secondly, we wanted to
include students’ voices in this research design. Therefore, we asked
service-learning coordinators to share with me students’ reflections. In
total, we analyzed 48 student reflections.

3.2. Sampling, biases and limitations

This study employed convenience and snowball sampling methods to
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select service-learning coordinators, starting with two coordinators met
at an academic conference in 2017. While practical given the
geographical dispersion across Latin America, this approach introduced
potential selection bias, as it may not fully represent the diversity of
service-learning experiences. The indirect collection of students’ re-
flections, facilitated by coordinators, also posed a bias risk, as co-
ordinators might have selected more positive reflections.

Despite these limitations, the study included participants from 13
countries, mitigating homogeneity risks. Additionally, flexible interview
guides and rigorous coding strategies helped to ensure depth in data
analysis, compensating for the non-random sampling methods and
enhancing the credibility of the findings. Although biases are acknowl-
edged, the study’s qualitative approach provides meaningful insights
into service-learning experiences across Latin American elite schools.

3.3. Participants

The participants in the Service-Learning Programs (SLP) came from
11 countries in South and Central America, with two participants each
working in Argentina, Brazil, and Ecuador, and one participant from
each of the following countries: Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica, Guatemala,
Honduras, Mexico, Panama, Paraguay, Puerto Rico, and Uruguay. All
coordinators worked in Latin American schools; they described the
population they served as middle but primarily upper class. They all
identified themselves as middle-class. In the Appendix, Table 1 indicates
the fictional name of all 16 interviewees, the country where they work,
and the main characteristics of the SLP they chose to discuss with us.
Regarding the students who wrote the reflections that we analyzed, they
were all middle to upper-class year 11 and year 12 students. They
completed a service-learning project in an elite school in Latin America.

3.4. Interview guide

We carried out 16 interviews. All interviews were carried out
virtually as participants were distributed in 13 different countries in
Latin America. We used an interview guide. Nonetheless, we treated this
interview guide as a flexible tool that could be revised as the different
interviews progressed (Charmaz, 2014). Even though we left some room
for spontaneity, the interview guide prevented us from derailing from
the study’s focus (Charmaz, 2014, p. 64). The question guide consisted
of broad, open-ended, and non-judgmental questions.

3.5. Students’ reflections

All students were asked to write a 1-2 reflection at the end of their
SLP. In these reflections, students described what they did, but most
importantly, they reflected on the things they learned throughout their
projects. Students were asked to express freely how they have felt during
the different activities they carried out. Due to anonymity issues, we
asked coordinators not to share reflections that had photographs on
them.

3.6. Analysis

To analyze the data from the interviews, we borrowed the approach
to coding developed by Strauss and Corbin (1997). We found the au-
thors’ coding approach helpful and systematic. According to these au-
thors, there are three main stages in the coding process: open coding,
axial coding, and selective coding. The process moved from (a) assign-
ment of individual codes to chunks of data that carried discrete meaning,
too (b) grouping of these codes into "axial" codes, and then (c) to
statements of thematic convergence across the studies (thematic cod-
ing). The coding process resulted in 174 open codes that were then
grouped into 12 families; lastly, five clear thematic categories were
created during the thematic coding phase. Fig. 2 describes the pro-
gression of open codes to the thematic categories.
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Table 1
Service-learning coordinators.

Name Country where Characteristics of SLP

they worked

Eva Argentina She works with year 11 and year 12 students. Her
upper-class students visit homeless shelters once a
week. The SLP begins in March and ends in
November.

Matias Argentina He works with year 11 and 12 students. His
upper-class students work in "kitchen-groups’
that distribute hot meals for two local
communities. The SLP lasts for two years,

Keira Brazil She works with year 12 students. Her upper-class

students volunteer at grassroots organizations
once a week. The SLP lasts one school year.

She works with year 11 students. Her students are
upper-class. Most of her students work with local
childcare facilities in shanty towns in Sao Paulo.
Her students cooperate in teaching the children in
these facilities different lessons, usually involving
arts and crafts. The SLP lasted one academic year.
She works with year 12 students. Her upper-
middle-class students organized fundraising
activities for rural communities struck by an
earthquake. The SLP lasted six months.

She works with year 11 and year 12 students. Her
middle-class students visit older people’s shelters
once a week. The SLP is two years long.

She works with year 11. Her upper/middle-class
students visit places where marginalized
communities are fed. The students volunteer in
these places twice a week. The SLP is nine months
long.

He works with year 11 and year 12 students. His
students are middle-class and work in the
promotion of environmental education. Most
raising awareness campaigns take place in
marginalized areas. The SLP lasts two school
years.

She works with year 12 students. Her students are
upper-class and cooperate with environmentalist
organizations in Quito. The students are usually
asked to create videos and other media-related
materials distributed in local communities,
raising consciousness about the importance of
recycling. The SLP lasted two academic years.
He works with year 12 students. His students are
mostly upper class and work in animal rights
advocacy projects. The SLP lasts one school year.
She works with year 11 and year 12 students. Her
upper-class students visit orphanages once a
week. The SLP is nine months long.

She works with year 11 and year 12 students. Her
upper-class volunteer in local food banks. The SLP
lasts two school years.

He works with year 12 students. His students are
upper-class and work in cancer centers. The SLP
lasts one school year.

He works with year 11 and year 12 students. His
students are upper-class and work with local
indigenous communities. The SLP lasts two school
years.

She works with year 11 and year 12 students. Her
upper-class students organized a campaign to
help those families severely affected by flooding.
The SLP lasted nine months.

She works with year 11 and year 12 students. Her
middle-class students visit kindergartens, where
poor children attend. The SLP is two years long.

Mariana Brazil

Sandra Chile

Graciela ~ Colombia

Janet Costa Rica

Carlos Ecuador

Patricia Ecuador

Pablo Guatemala
Rachel Honduras
Erica Mexico
Panama

Tobias

Ruben Paraguay

Celia Puerto Rico

Marta Uruguay

3.7. Findings

To focus on our research goal, we grouped the different categories of
findings under the two main components of the author’s conceptuali-
zation of social capital: bridging and bonding.
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Theoretical Framework of Social Capital in SLPs

Fig. 1. Theoretical Framework.

3.8. Service-learning and the promotion of bridging

According to Putnam (1995), bridging connects or links people
whose life experiences are very different. Nelson and Prilleltensky
(2010) stated that bridging ‘is a basic requirement of a respectful and
inclusive society” (p. 119). Some interviewees commented that
service-learning programs (SLP) allowed students and community
members to develop relationships that endured after the
service-learning program had ended. In other cases, other participants
explained that while students and community members started having
very distant relationships, by the end of the experience, they ended up
having a much stronger personal bond.

This section will describe how SLP promoted bridging between stu-
dents and community members. That is to say, to what extent was the us-
them dichotomy blurred? Therefore, we will explore how service-
learning programs promoted empathy and the destruction of stereo-
types and how these programs also allowed participants to recognize
valuable knowledge in the ‘other.” After describing how the service-

AXIAL CODING

OPEN CODING

OPEN CODING
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learning programs fomented bridging, we also refer to some results
that suggest possible threats for the construction of these bridges.

3.9. Breaking stereotypes

Some interviewees described that service-learning programs allowed
students to break down stereotypes about ’others’. Three SL co-
ordinators, Janet, Eva, and Tobias expressed that SL taught some stu-
dents that people living in poverty were not blamed for being poor; they
came to see poor people as victims of structural inequalities. For
instance, Tobias shared that many of his students thought poor people
were lazy before SL. Tobias affirmed that "most of my students were
born in privilege, but rarely discuss with their parents how they came to
enjoy that position... those are questions they never ask". Janet’s stu-
dents also expressed that they had also thought that poor people
somehow chose to be like that and did nothing to 'improve.” As Janet
further narrated: "Most of my students thought that poor children chose
not to study... they thought these children freely preferred to work to
have money for their ’vices™".

Eva shared that when she met with her students after visiting shelters
for homeless people, some of her students broke into tears and somehow
blamed themselves for enjoying a privileged position. For Eva, this
meant that her students understood that marginalized individuals are
oppressed by structural inequalities they cannot combat. According to
her, "SL allowed them to open their eyes... these children have never
experienced hunger... they do not know what it takes to sleep on the
streets; they take most of the things for granted".

Graciela’s students visited older people living in publicly adminis-
tered shelters. As Graciela explained, most of these older people are poor
and rarely visit friends or family. When Graciela proposed that her
students visit these shelters as part of the SL program, most of them
resisted. Graciela explained that most of the students felt that older
adults were boring and had nothing in common. Nonetheless, Graciela
affirmed that one of her students’ most exciting lessons was realizing
they shared common interests with the older adults in the intergenera-
tional program. One of the students wrote in one of the reflections: “I
realized I had so much to learn from some of the older people I visited.
They taught me so many things in the kindest possible manner; some-
times, they were even funny!” Similarly, Graciela said that some of her
students enjoyed sharing jokes with older people.

Nonetheless, according to some of the interviewees SLP also posed
threats to eliminating the us-them distinction. On the one hand, Pablo
and Tobias expressed that the relationships generated through service-
learning programs were sometimes too paternalistic. These two partic-
ipants manifested a concern towards service-learning programs that
were heavily based on charity, usually giving money to the poor -.
Similarly, Ruben and Marta considered that SLP was sometimes

The analysis of the axial families allowed the creation
of 5 thematic categories (these were then grouped
according to Putnam'’s concepts of bonding and
bridging).

During the Axial Phase, the 174 open codes were
grouped into 12 families.

After the merge, the final number of open codes was
reduced to 174.

After the analysis of all 16 interviews and the 48
reflections, there were 635 codes. Many of these
codes were very similar, so they were merged.

Fig. 2. Coding Pyramid.
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problematic because, rather than genuinely engaging in a relationship of
equals, students still perceived themselves as the saviors of the
oppressed and marginalized community members. Ruben indicated,
"Sure, their eyes were open... They realized they have more than others,
but it also made them feel they had more power over 'them’". Marta also
sustained that, leaving aside all good intentions, she worried that her
students felt "pity’ for marginalized individuals yet failed to see the
things they all had in common. Rachel claimed, "they learned that poor
people were not bad, but they rarely see in them something valuable...
my students feel they are different... perhaps they are, I do not know!".
In fact, this is something that rose very clearly from students’ reflections.
For instance, one of the students that visited a kindergarten that served
students from marginalized areas wrote: “I can’t imagine what it might
be like for them, once we leave. All the cakes and snacks we brought to
them, must be something they only eat when we visit them!”.

3.10. Empathy

The destruction of stereotypes allowed many of the students that
took part in the service-learning programs to develop more empathy
towards the community members with whom they worked. Some of the
participants included in this study highlighted that one of the most
relevant results of the SLP had to do with the promotion of civic values
and a better understanding of the hardships that other people experi-
ence. Rachel, one of the SL coordinators, explained that the students
understood that we all have a shared responsibility of protecting those in
need through SL. As Rachel further explained, some of her students were
first devastated when they visited orphanages; but, after the sadness
disappeared, they sought ways of trying to make their voice heard. A
group of six students wrote letters to members of congress, though they
did not hear back from officials. In one of the reflections one of the
students copied part of the letters they had sent: “These kids need us, and
we are also responsible for all the things the suffer. You and me,
everyone!”. Nonetheless, even when the letters did not cause social
change, Rachel felt that she had already accomplished something. She
had raised awareness of social problems and had already motivated her
students to make a difference.

Pablo stated that some of his students launched campaigns to
advocate for animal rights. As Pablo reflected, “through their service to
animal shelters, I, as an adult, became aware of the importance of pro-
tecting our animals. Now, when I walk in the streets and see an aban-
doned dog, I remember my students’ campaigns... I have learned from
them". In essence, according to some of the participants, SL allowed
students to become aware of social inequalities and helped raise con-
sciousness about the importance of advocating for social justice.

Within the realm of promoting civic values, some participants
expressed that the students’ solidarity and social responsibility
increased through SL. Erica remembered that one of her students
expressed that after one of the visits to a local food bank, one of her
students said, "I am changed." Erica admitted she was skeptical about
whether the student had been truly changed. However, some weeks
later, she learned that this student volunteered at the food bank during
her spare time. For Erica, this was an indication that the SL had had a
more significant impact on her student than she expected.

Interestingly, Sandra also affirmed that some of her students began
having a more active role in local churches after their experience in SL.
Nonetheless, Sandra indicated that only six or seven out of her 119
students did this. Pablo also said that even when SL may have long-term
effects on students, he estimates this happens in nearly 10 % of the
students.

3.11. Construction of knowledge about society
Service-Learning allowed students and community members to un-

derstand that to promote social change, they had to combine the
different types of expert knowledge. Keira explained that when visiting
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grassroots organizations, students understood that community members
were better prepared to find solutions to the problems they experienced.
At first, Keira explained, many of her students, when first visiting
grassroots organizations, saw themselves as experts or saviors of
marginalized communities: "Most of my students would come to me with
a list of bullets with action steps to cure poor people’s ills... Sometimes I
simply smiled at them, but deep inside, it frightened me... they thought
they knew best”. Keira expressed that many of her students thought,
before SL, that because they had more formal education than many of
the community members they served, they simply knew better. None-
theless, SL helped these students understand that although underprivi-
leged and oppressed, community members had valuable knowledge
essential for improving their own lives. In one of the reflections we read:
“Why do we try to solve other people’s problems, when we know
nothing about them? Who do we think we are? This pisses me off!”

Erica and Marta also expressed that one of the most valuable out-
comes of the SL experience was seeing how students and community
members agreed on the structural inequities that disenfranchised com-
munities faced through a dialogic approach. They also learned that
solving these inequities was better addressed when a collective and
reflective brainstorming process was carried out. In this process, Marta
affirmed, "the artificial boundaries that initially separated students from
community members were effaced."

3.12. Potential threats to bridging

According to some interviewees, SLP also posed threats to elimi-
nating the us-them distinction. On the one hand, Pablo and Tobias
expressed that the relationships generated through service-learning
programs are sometimes too paternalistic. These two participants
manifested a concern towards service-learning programs that were
heavily based on charity — usually in the form of giving money to the
poor -. Similarly, Ruben and Marta sometimes considered SLP prob-
lematic because students still conceived themselves as the saviors of the
oppressed and marginalized community members rather than genuinely
engaging in a relationship of equals.

Sandra and Janet warned about how students’ engagement in
service-learning programs affected the formation of enduring relation-
ships between them and community members. According to them,
although at the beginning, most students showed a willingness to con-
nect and link their lived experiences to those of 'other’ groups of people,
this tended to decline as the program developed. Sandra expressed that
this lack of ‘sustained’ engagement inhibited the elimination of the us-
them distinction in the long run. However, it is essential to point out
that none of the participants conducted follow-up interviews with their
students once they graduated. Hence, whether relationships endured or
not, in the long run, is something the participants did not know.

3.13. Service-learning and the promotion of bonding

Bonding had to do with the emotional and social ties between the
members of a ’similar’ group. Therefore, unlike bridging, bonding has to
do with solidifying the bond between individuals belonging to one given
group. The following categories describe how SL promoted different
forms of bonding within elite students.

3.14. Collaboration skills and the formation of networks

According to several participants, SL allowed students to develop
collaboration skills. Celia and Rachel explained that students manifested
in their reflection essays how they had developed teamwork skills and a
sense of fellowship. In one of the reflections, a student wrote:

Visiting the kitchens with my friends was a memorable experience. I
will never forget our faces the first days we arrived at that place. We met
a lady named Lucia [fictional name added by author]. She told us that
the only way to do good is to work together. She was right! During our
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visits, I became friends with boys and girls that I had shared many
classes with but had never spoken to!

Some of Celia’s students went a step further and even considered that
that sense of fellowship implied forming a support group for the future.
One student working in a shantytown in Sao Paulo explained: "Service-
learning taught us that we have a lot of privileged. In the future, those of
us that have those privileges must work together to make a difference".
Carlos’s students engaged in SLP-promoted environmental education in
their local community. In the interview, Carlos affirmed that their stu-
dents felt that “because global warming was a worldwide phenomenon,
they had learned to cooperate and develop teamwork skills." That is to
say, according to Carlos, his students’ environmental issues were
massive and therefore required joint efforts. One of Carlos’ students
wrote in her reflection: "Sometimes we think that global warming is
something that will not affect us; we are wrong! If we don’t do some-
thing to save the world, together, we will lose our home!”.

In addition, Celia and Pablo explained that SL significantly increased
students’ collaboration and group-work skills. According to them, some
students discovered leadership skills they had not recognized before the
SLP.

3.15. Empowerment as actors of social change

Rappaport suggests that empowerment is “a process, a mechanism by
which people, organizations, and communities gain mastery over their
affairs” (Rappaport, 1987, p. 122). Many of the interviewees expressed
that the SLP allowed them to understand that because they could
become actors of change.

Celia and Sandra’s students’ SLP raised funds for victims of natural
disasters. In the case of Celia, students collected non-perishable food
items and blankets for families whose houses had been flooded after
intensive rain in a marginalized area. Sandra’s students raised funds for
local rural areas struck by a major earthquake. Sandra expressed that
some of her students felt that "they could influence the lives of others."
Similarly, Celia shared that her students felt that "if they wanted to, they
could help those in need." One of Sandra’s students wrote on her
reflection:

I am finishing high school soon. I don’t know what I am going to
study next, but because of service learning, I know I want to do
something to help people. After helping so many people through our
work with my friends and Sandra, I now know that I can do some-
thing to help people that need me. Definitely, I can make a differ-
ence; I didn’t know that before.

Marta expressed that she shared fragments of Freire’s Pedagogy of
the Oppressed with her students. She said she did that because she
wanted to ’conscientize’ her students about their ability to make a dif-
ference. Marta described that when visiting poor kindergartens, the
students were able to reflect on their position of power. Rather than
disheartening them, Marta explained that many of these students real-
ized that they could use that power to improve the lives of ‘others’;
students became aware of their ability to impact others.

Other participants manifested that SLP had a positive impact on the
different intrapersonal skills of the students. For instance, Pablo
expressed that many of his students increased their self-esteem and
trusted more in their judgment. Pablo affirmed that "students felt good
about themselves and learned much more about themselves, which lead
to personal growth." Ruben, whose students worked with LGBTQ orga-
nizations, claimed that “SL acted as a catalyst to stimulate in students
the belief that, if they wanted to, they could impact the formation of
social and cultural norms." Ruben remembered how one of the students
was very proud because she could help her parents, who were very
devout Catholics, understand the importance of respecting the sexual
orientation of everyone. Ruben said that that student felt that she had
changed her house’s cultural norms.
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4. Discussion

The nuanced exploration of service-learning programs (SLPs) within
elite educational institutions, reveals intricate dynamics of social capi-
tal, power and privilege. This analysis extends to the operationalization
of social capital within these programs, uncovering a tendency towards
reinforcing existing social hierarchies present in the elite schools rather
than dismantling them. As mentioned earlier in the introduction, elite
schools invest significant resources in fostering social relationships
among their students, based on the assumption that these strong bonds
will later evolve into productive social capital. The empirical findings of
this study suggest that contrary to the transformative potential attrib-
uted to SLPs, their execution might lean towards fostering bonding so-
cial capital among students from elite backgrounds aligning with one of
the institutional goals of the elite schools. We aim to move the discussion
from a dichotomic trap. Both dimensions of social capital are playing out
in the service-learning experiences of elite students. However, the
emphasis on the bonding phenomenon might potentially exacerbate the
'us’ versus "them’ dichotomy, by solidifying networks within privileged
groups rather than creating bridges to diverse communities.

Bourdieu’s (1989) notion of social capital, characterized by the
accumulation and leveraging of networks for socioeconomic advantage,
appears to be inadvertently bolstered through SLPs in elite schools.
These programs, while ostensibly designed to engender social awareness
and engagement, often culminate in strengthening the bonds among the
elite. The emphasis on cultivating leadership, critical thinking, and
other competencies within elite student cohorts, as lauded outcomes of
SLPs, further underscores this inclination. While these skills are un-
doubtedly valuable, their prioritization often overshadows the pro-
grams’ potential to foster community-level outcomes and promote social
integration across disparate social groups. One way to shed light upon
this phenomenon is by relating to the notion of reciprocity which is
critical to social capital. As Coleman pointed out, reciprocity is a key
norm in the social capital construct. However, in the SLP analysed the
expectation of reciprocity is really weak. Certainly the odds that older
people living in publicly administered shelters repaid the good to the
elite students is close to zero. Hence, the question that emerges is to
what extent it is possible to frame bridging relationships when their
possible reciprocity is so weak.

In this light, the theoretical framework’s articulation of bridging
social capital, as expounded by Putnam (1995), reveals a challenge in
the current implementation of SLPs. The capacity of these programs to
facilitate connections across diverse social cleavages is underutilized,
with implications for social cohesion and equity that warrant critical
reflection. The transformative agenda posited by Freire, advocating for a
critical consciousness that empowers individuals to challenge and
reshape oppressive structures, seems diluted in practice. The focus on
individual and interpersonal skill development within the elite, fails to
actualize the envisioned societal change. This approach aligns with
empowerment theory, emphasizing collaborative processes and equi-
table partnerships as means to enable communities to gain control over
their lives but somehow leaving behind more ambitious goals related to
contributing actively to societal restructuring.

This discussion calls for a reevaluation of the objectives and meth-
odologies of SLPs within elite educational contexts. A paradigm shift
toward more equitable, inclusive, and reciprocal models of service-
learning is essential. Such models should not only focus on developing
the personal and leadership skills of elite students but also prioritize
bridging social capital and fostering genuine community engagement
and social transformation. One potential approach to fostering reci-
procity through SLPs is to focus on the commonalities between the two
groups in service-learning programs, such as shared notions of citizen-
ship, humanity, and ecological challenges. These concepts—humanity,
citizenship, and ecology—serve as both symbolic and material spaces
that can connect elite students with low-income communities. On a
more practical level, specific practices could include collaboratively
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establishing shared objectives that transcend the "us-them" dichotomy,
fostering a sense of mutual investment in the project’s success. Addi-
tionally, sessions where community members teach elite students their
strengths, culture, and values can create opportunities for meaningful
dialogue and learning. By bridging these divides, SLPs can move beyond
traditional hierarchies and develop integration rooted in respect, shared
responsibility, and a commitment to mutual growth.

Incorporating these perspectives, a comprehensive framework for
reimagining SLPs within elite schools emerges, advocating for a holistic
approach that balances skill development with the imperative of social
cohesion. By fostering critical engagement, collaborative problem-
solving, and reciprocal learning between students and community
members, SLPs can transcend the limitations of current practice. This
reimagined approach promises not only to bridge the divide between
disparate social groups but also to contribute significantly to the co-
creation of a more equitable and inclusive society.

In sum, we do not propose necessarily reducing the bonding effect of
SLP but increasing the bridging dimension by promoting inclusive social
capital and community-level outcomes. By doing so, educators and
policymakers can leverage SLPs as powerful catalysts for social equity
and change. This transformation is essential for unlocking the full po-
tential of service-learning to bridge the persistent divides in Latin
American societies, paving the way for a more just and integrated world.

5. Conclusion

This investigation into service-learning programs (SLPs) within elite
Latin American schools aimed to scrutinize their capacity to foster
bridging and bonding social capital, as delineated by social capital
theory. Through this lens, our study has not only illuminated the
commendable intentions and beneficial skill developments attributed to
SLPs but has also critically examined their broader social impact,
particularly in terms of fostering social integration and addressing socio-
economic divides. In doing so, we acknowledge the limitation of not
having had the opportunity to interview low-income organizations to
gain insight into their experiences and challenges with SLP. Echoing the
concerns raised in our research question, the findings reveal a complex
landscape where SLPs, while successful in enhancing personal and
interpersonal skills among elite students, often fall short in achieving
their potential to bridge the socio-economic chasms. Despite the altru-
istic motivations and the cultivation of valuable competencies such as
leadership and critical thinking, these programs primarily foster
bonding within the elite student cohort, with limited evidence of
effective bridging to marginalized communities. This tendency not only
maintains but could potentially exacerbate existing social divides,
underscoring a critical gap between the aspirational goals of SLPs and
their practical implementation.

Addressing this critical gap necessitates actionable strategies. Firstly,
engaging in co-design with communities is essential. Schools must
establish participatory design processes that include representatives
from local marginalized communities, ensuring that the projects are
based upon certain reciprocity norms. Additionally, the implementation
of reflective practices based upon the notion of reciprocity between
actors is crucial. Encouraging students to engage in critical reflection
before, during, and after their service-learning experiences can foster an
understanding equality able to transcend socio-economic contexts.
Cultivating long-term partnerships with community organizations
rather than pursuing short-term projects can lead to deeper engagement
and sustainable impact. Integrating interdisciplinary learning into SLPs
allows students to apply theoretical knowledge to real-world challenges,
enhancing both academic learning and understanding of complex social
issues. Moreover, fostering inclusivity and diversity within these pro-
grams by actively seeking diverse voices and perspectives ensures rele-
vance and accessibility for all participants. Lastly, future research should
explore ways of measuring and sharing the impact of SLPs’ bridging
dimension through well-defined metrics and regular evaluations. This
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research can help foster best practices across the broader educational
and policymaking communities. In light of these strategies, we advocate
for a conscientious reevaluation of SLPs within elite schools in Latin
America. Our findings contribute to filling the empirical gap in under-
standing the complex interplay between service-learning, social capital,
and social cohesion in regions marked by pronounced economic dis-
parities. Moving forward, educators, policymakers, and practitioners
must heed the lessons learned from this study, reimagining service-
learning as a robust mechanism for social integration and equity. By
embracing these challenges, we can harness the full potential of edu-
cation as a transformative force, capable of bridging the divides that
fragment our societies and paving the way for a more equitable and
cohesive society.
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