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Abstract 
Career management skills are getting increased attention as vital for contemporary (and future) 
employment; different strategies are suggested to ensure their development in education and labor 
market sectors – including offerings of stand-alone courses and extra-curricular activities (Sultana, 
2012). Elective course Career Management was designed with the intention to develop career 
management skills not only in students, but also in the vulnerable community members – by means of 
service-learning, an innovative pedagogical approach with promising results regarding students’ 
academic, personal, social and citizenship outcomes (Conway et al., 2009). Service-learning (S-L) is “a 
course-based, credit-bearing educational experience in which students: (a) participate in an organized 
service activity that meets identified community needs and (b) reflect on the service activity in such a 
way as to gain further understanding of course content, a broader appreciation of the discipline, and an 
enhanced sense of civic responsibility” (Bringle and Hatcher, 1995, p. 112). This work aims to investigate 
the effectiveness of the course in the development of not only generic and specific skills relevant for the 
labor market, but also civic responsibility and general self-efficacy in graduate students. 

A total of 24 students filled in questionnaire at the beginning and at the end of the course. In both 
measurements, participants provided anonymous self-assessment of preparedness for entering the 
labor market; development level of particular knowledge, skills and virtues; civic responsibility; and 
general self-efficacy – therefore t-test for dependent samples were used for the data analysis. Results 
revealed statistically significant improvement in sense of preparedness for the labor market (t (23) = 
4.84; p < 0.01; d = 0.99), knowledge, skills and virtues (t (22) = 2.91; p < 0.01; d = 0.61), civic 
responsibility (t (23) = 3.83; p < 0.01; d = 0.78) and general self-efficacy (t (23) = 2.35; p < 0.05; d = 
0.48) after the S-L experience.      

The findings of the present study suggest that the implementation of S-L in the career management 
course not only provides the development of career management skills in students, but also provides 
the development of civic responsibility in students about to enter the labor market. Universities that 
aspire to make better connections with their community should consider implementing the S-L 
methodology within their programs to increase their outreach and fulfil the third mission of the University. 

Keywords: service-learning, career-management, civic responsibility, self-efficacy, labor market, 
employability. 

1 INTRODUCTION  
The modern labor market is characterized by rapid organizational change, increased labor mobility, 
demands for flexibility of work behavior, and an increased degree of work uncertainty [1]. Job security 
has been replaced by the concept of employability [2], and advancement within the same organization 
has been replaced by frequent job changes that no longer take place within a single industry or 
profession [3], [4]. In addition, people are more likely to experience job loss and unemployment, so their 
well-being depends largely on job search skills [5]. Finally, simple professional identities are replaced 
by complex career identities, such as Protean career [6] that involve frequent career transitions. 
Literature in the area emphasizes the role of individuals in shaping their own careers, and mastering 
career management skills becomes part of educational programs and psychosocial interventions [7]. 
Investing in helping more citizens master their career management skills benefits individuals by 
increasing their employability and well-being, and benefits society through a more efficient workforce 
and increased employment rates for different segments of the working population.  

Higher education has recognized the need for career management skills and uses a variety of strategies, 
e.g., stand-alone courses, curriculum infusion, extracurricular activities - to ensure their development 
[8]. In Croatia, the latter is becoming more and more accessible to students due to the establishment of 
counselling and career development offices/centers within different higher education institutions and 

Proceedings of ICERI2021 Conference 
8th-9th November 2021

ISBN: 978-84-09-34549-6
2153



 

 

beyond [9], but the former is still rather underdeveloped. To fill this gap, an elective course Career 
Management was designed and offered to graduate students aiming to promote, develop and practice 
career management skills for all the parties included in the course. The theoretical basis of the course 
were modern theories of career development [10], [11], psychological theories of unemployment [12], 
job search models based on the process of self-regulation [13], and models of complex career identities 
[14]. The key concepts were career adaptability [15], [16] and employability [17], and the target 
competencies were career self-concept, career plan development, self-presentation skills, job search 
skills, and networking. In addition to these competencies in career management, the aim of the course 
was to develop the skills needed to apply psychosocial interventions. 

Though usually in the focus, the role of university is not only education (and research), but also 
engagement with the community and contribution to different domains of the society [18]. However, this 
so called “third mission” remains on the margin of European academic interest [19]. Nevertheless, efforts 
of implementing service within the curricula can be found within the recent European context [20] – 
highlighting Service-Learning (S-L) as an innovative pedagogical approach effective in bridging the gap 
between the service and learning [21]. Bringle and Hatcher [22] define it as “a course-based, credit-
bearing educational experience in which students: (a) participate in an organized service activity that 
meets identified community needs and (b) reflect on the service activity in such a way as to gain further 
understanding of course content, a broader appreciation of the discipline, and an enhanced sense of 
civic responsibility” (p. 112). Since Croatian students are generally interested in participating in service-
learning [23], [24], Career Management was designed as an S-L course with the intention to develop 
career management skills not only in students, but also in the vulnerable community members. Learning 
outcomes were defined at an advanced level of application of career management skills in personal 
development and training, and counselling of the long-term unemployed, often members of socially 
vulnerable groups, such as the lower-income individuals, members of Roma ethnicity, people with 
disabilities, asylum seekers, etc.  

Eyler et. al. [25] reported on the effects of S-L in several domains: faculty (satisfaction with learning 
quality, commitment to research, increased integration of S-L), colleges and university (institutional 
commitment, availability of S-L programs, retention, community relations) communities (satisfaction with 
student participation, useful service in communities, university relations) and student (personal 
development, cognition and behavior, learning quality, career development and relationship with the 
higher education institution). On top of displaying promising results regarding students’ academic and 
personal outcomes, S-L was also found to contribute to students’ social and citizenship outcomes [26]. 
Results of meta-analysis support those findings and reveal five areas related to S-L impact: attitudes 
toward self, attitudes toward school and learning, civic engagement, social skills, and academic 
performance [27]. Though benefits of service-learning could be studied from different perspectives, we 
decided to focus only on the students’ perspective. Therefore, this work aims to investigate the 
effectiveness of the course in the development of not only generic and specific skills relevant for the 
labor market, but also civic responsibility and general self-efficacy in graduate students. More 
specifically, we wanted to investigate: 

1 Did experience with an S-L course effect students’ sense of preparedness for the labor market? 
We expected students would feel more prepared for the labor market upon completion of S-L 
course.   

2 Did experience with an S-L course effect students’ general self-efficacy? We expected students’ 
general self-efficacy would improve after attending the S-L course. 

3 Did experience with an S-L course effect the development of knowledge, skills and virtues in 
students? We expected students would perceive improvement in knowledge, skills and virtues 
related to the S-L experience.      

4 Did experience with an S-L course effect students’ civic responsibility? We expected students 
would display higher level of civic responsibility related to the completion of the S-L course.      

5 Did experience with an S-L course effect students’ motivation for participation in S-L projects? 
We expected students’ motivation for S-L projects would improve during S-L course.   

6 Did experience with an S-L course effect students’ interest in volunteering? We expected 
students’ interest in volunteering would improve during S-L course.   

7 Did experience with an S-L course effect students’ satisfaction with higher education institution? 
We expected students’ satisfaction with higher education institution would improve upon 
completion of S-L experience.      
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2 METHODOLOGY 
The development and piloting of an elective graduate-level S-L course Career Management was 
organized as a part of the project granted by European Social Fund (ESF) and co-financed by the 
Government Office for Cooperation with NGOs of the Republic of Croatia, aiming to support partnerships 
between civil society organizations (CSO) and higher education institutions (HEI) for the implementation 
of sustainable service-learning programs [28], with Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences, 
University of Zagreb as an HEI representative and Institute for the Labor Market Development as an 
CSO representative and project’s lead partner. As part of the project, the HEI was obliged to develop 
and pilot two elective courses with emphasis on implementing S-L as an education method [29], while 
the CSO representatives enabled the students to practice their skills with vulnerable community 
members belonging to marginalized groups on the labor market, under the supervision and mentorship 
of a professional counsellor. Though the project itself included implementation of two S-L courses and 
several different types of activities that included CSOs, this paper will focus only on the S-L course 
Career Management and career counselling S-L activities related to the students enrolled in that course.  

The course consisted of lectures, classroom practicums, field practicums and individual teacher-student 
consultations. The goal of the course was to teach the students career management skills, as well as 
theoretical knowledge about employability, effects of unemployment, characteristics of the labor market, 
etc. The aim of the field practicums was to provide the students with an opportunity to apply what they 
learned on the course, and to practice and develop their career management skills. Simultaneously, the 
students provided service to the local community by transferring those skills to the community members 
that are marginalized on the labor market and could utilize those skills to increase their employability 
and manage their future careers. The course was organized into three overlapping stages. The first 
stage consisted of introductory lectures at the HEI that included an overview of course structure, 
information about the ESF project, explanation of the S-L pedagogical approach and its practical 
implications within the course, as well as introductory knowledge about unemployment, employability, 
career skills, etc. The second stage included a two-day education targeting course students, with 
teachers and CSO experts as additional participants. This stage included deepening students’ 
knowledge about S-L, developing specific career management skills that were going to be used during 
S-L activities (e.g., channels for searching available jobs), and the specifics of working with marginalized 
groups, as well as practicing and simulating the S-L activities students would perform in the field under 
the supervision of career counselling experts. The third stage included ongoing lectures and classroom 
practicums in order to further develop students’ career management knowledge and skills, along with 
simultaneous fieldwork with marginalized members of the community by performing career counselling 
as an S-L activity.  

The course also included supervised group work arranged for students to exchange knowledge and to 
facilitate reflection on their individual and collective experiences. This was conducted in a classroom 
setting and had the characteristics of both supervision and support group, moderated by the course 
instructor specialized in S-L. Furthermore, students were provided with the opportunity for individual 
consultations with the course instructor responsible for S-L, organized to ameliorate student preparation 
for the fieldwork, to facilitate student reflection on aspects of their experience not suitable for the 
supervised group work, and to provide support to students that require additional efforts to master 
specific career management skills. The students were required to complete at least 10 hours of service 
with vulnerable community members (additional hours were encouraged, but not credited as a part of 
the course) and to actively participate in weekly supervised group sessions, along with two mandatory 
45-minute individual consultations (with possible additional consultations upon student’s request). The 
students were also required to write a semi-structured journal that served as a report of their S-L 
activities and as a framework for their reflection on S-L activities.  

2.1 Procedure 
Data presented within this paper was gathered as a part of the evaluation process of the entire ESF 
project. Although evaluation survey included students, teachers and CSO experts that participated in S-
L activities during the entire project, only the part of evaluation related to the student perspective of 
Career Management S-L course will be in the focus of this paper. Data was collected via online 
questionnaire during the winter semester of the academic year 2018/2019 and 2019/2020. The 
questionnaire was implemented at two time points – the first time at the beginning of the course, and 
the second time at the end of the course. Due to the fact that some students did not have previous 
knowledge or experience with S-L, the first application of the questionnaire occurred after the 
introductory lectures and two-day education stage. This was done to ensure that the participants, i.e., 
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the students are properly informed about the course characteristics, S-L in general, and S-L activities 
that would be performed in the field. The second application of the questionnaire occurred upon the 
completion of the coursework, but before HEI examination period – to prevent possible effect of students’ 
grades on their evaluations of the project. To avoid the effect of socially desirable behavior, both 
applications of the questionnaire were organized anonymously – using the codes produced by 
participants in order to match the pre-S-L version to the post-S-L version of each participant.  

2.2 Instruments 
The questionnaire used for data collection consisted of two parts – first one related to the participant in 
general (socio-demographics, employments status, motivation for S-L, etc.), and the second one related 
to the variables expected to change between two measurements. The latter included various self-
assessment instruments that covered a wide range of constructs related to possible S-L outcomes. The 
sense of preparedness for the labor market was measured by a three-item subscale constructed by the 
authors of the present paper (examining preparedness for working on projects, working with beneficiaries, 
and entering the labor market). In the second measurement those three items were followed by another 
three – explicitly asking how much the S-L course contributed to current (final) sense of preparedness 
related to each item. Both preparedness for the labor market subscale and S-L contribution to 
preparedness for the labor market subscale included assessment on a 5-point scale (ranging from 1 – not 
at all, to 5 – completely), with higher total average score indicating greater sense of preparedness for the 
labor market and contribution of S-L to this sense of preparedness. The general self-efficacy was 
measured by a 10-item Generalized Self-Efficacy Scale [30]; participants assessed the level in which each 
statement related to them using a 4-point scale (ranging from 1 – not at all true, to 4 – exactly true) and 
higher total score on a scale from 10 to 40 indicate higher perceived general self-efficacy.  

Students’ self-assessed level of specific knowledge, skills and virtues was measured by a 17-item scale 
(related to possible S-L outcomes reported in the literature, e.g., teamwork, problem-solving, 
communication skills, tolerance) constructed by the authors of the present paper; participants assessed 
the level of development for each item using a 5-point scale (ranging from 1 – not at all to 5 – greatly). 
Higher total average score indicates greater development level of specific knowledge, skills and virtues. 
The civic responsibility was measured by a 24-item Civic Responsibility Survey [31]; participants 
expressed the level of their (dis)agreement with each item using a 6-point scale (ranging from 1 – 
strongly disagree to 6 – strongly agree). Higher total score on a scale from 24 to 144 indicate higher 
levels of civic responsibility. Additionally, students’ motivation for participation in S-L projects and 
interest in volunteering were both measured by a single-item (constructed by the authors of the present 
paper). The former was assessed on a 3-point scale (ranging from 1 – low to 3 – high), and the latter 
using a 5-point scale (ranging from 1 – not at all to 5 – greatly). And finally, students’ satisfaction with 
HEI was measured by a 4-item subscale constructed by the authors of the present paper (related to 
encouraging active learning and in-depth understanding of the content, helping others, combining theory 
with practice, preparation for the future career); students reported their satisfaction using a 5-point scale 
(ranging from 1 – unsatisfied to 5 – extremely satisfied).      

2.3 Participants 
A total of 35 students enrolled the course and participated in S-L activities. However, data gathered 
before and after their S-L experience could be matched via codes for only 24 of them (86% females; 
ages between 21 and 27, i.e., M = 23.18; SD = 1.57). All participants but one (studying 
sociology/ethnology and cultural anthropology) were psychology students, 43% of them enrolled in the 
first year (and others enrolled in the second - and the final) of graduate study. All students but two 
reported to have some kind of working experience while studying. 

3 RESULTS & DISCUSSION 
Data was analyzed using the IBM SPSS Statistics 25 software. Since each student participated in two 
sequential measurements, and because t-test is rather robust in case of equal group sizes, t-tests for 
small dependent samples were used to provide answers related to the research questions. 

3.1 Academic and personal outcomes  
Related to the students’ sense of preparedness for the labor market, in line with our expectations, data 
analysis revealed significant improvement (t (23) = 4.84; p < 0.01) after the S-L course (M = 3.65; SD = 
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0.37), when compared with the sense of preparedness assessed prior to the S-L experience (M = 2.74; 
SD = 0.77). Considering the age and the study level of the students included in S-L course, average 
assessment before the S-L course indicated students did not feel ready to face the labor market (which 
will, for some of them, occur rather quickly); therefore S-L seems to have a potential to be an effective 
intervention provided by the HEI to support the students before graduation. It is worth mentioning that 
the observed effect of the S-L course is in fact large (d = 0.99), and additional data analysis (Fig. 1) 
suggests that the obtained improvement is really due to the S-L course rather than some other 
concurrent student experience. Having this in mind, despite limitations related to the design of the study 
(i.e., no control group), we are quite confident in the conclusion that student experience with the S-L 
course Career Management enables students to feel more prepared for the real-life situations in their 
future careers.  

 
Figure 1. Percentage of students assessing the extent to which participation in the S-L course contributed to 

their sense of preparedness for working on projects, working with beneficiaries, and entering the labor market 

The same beneficial effect of the S-L experience (t (23) = 2.35; p < 0.05) is observed when comparing 
general self-efficacy before (M = 31.96; SD = 4.28) and after the S-L course (M = 33.46; SD = 4.19), 
though this effect appears to be rather small (d = 0.48). This finding is in line with several studies [32], 
[33], [34] indicating enhancement in self-efficacy due to S-L experience, but it should be noted that 
general self-efficacy could also be influenced by characteristics of the course activities [34] and 
individual S-L experience (degree of success or failure) [35] making S-L intervention vary in possible 
outcomes concerning this concept. Since changes in specific self-efficacy are more likely to be targeted 
and obtained by specific intervention (e.g., implementation of a course using innovative methodology) 
than changes in general self-efficacy, present finding indicates interventional potential of the S-L course 
to produce stable and global positive changes within students, preparing them not only for the labor 
market, but also for different real-life challenges.      

Comparison of the level of knowledge, skills and virtues before (M = 3.54; SD = 0.52) and after the S-L 
course (M = 3.87; SD = 0.57) also indicates that students perceive improvement in academic and 
personal development related to the S-L experience (t (22) = 2.91; p < 0.01; d = 0.61). When regarded 
on the item-level, students perceived statistically significant improvement in combining theory and 
practice, acquired knowledge about local community and available resources, communication and 
presentation skills, problem prediction and analysis, problem-solving and tolerance – all of which are 
relevant for career management. However, no such improvement was perceived related to teamwork, 
leadership, intercultural and interethnic understanding, critical thinking, sensitivity and openness to 
diversity, conflict resolution, expressing personal opinion, active listening and understanding of others, 
ability to cope with emotions (personal and other people’s), recognizing personal strengths and 
weaknesses, fears and limitations of personal abilities. It should be noted that the absence of change in 
some variables is not unexpected, e.g., intercultural and interethnic understanding might not improve 
due to S-L if there is no overall contact with different culture or ethnicity within the S-L experiences 
(which relates to S-L course experience described in this paper). However, one would expect an 
improvement in critical thinking and teamwork – since they are the key elements of the S-L approach, 
along with an improvement in sensitivity and openness to diversity, active listening and understanding 
of others and recognizing personal strengths and weaknesses, fears and limitations of personal abilities 
– due to the project goals, S-L activities and the type of beneficiaries that students interacted with. 
Although this finding might suggest the need for some modifications of the S-L activities within the course 
that would enhance certain outcomes expected due to the implication of the S-L method and/or course 
content, one should be mindful when drawing conclusions based solely on students’ self-assessments. 
In this case, further research related to the development of specific knowledge, skills and virtues due to 
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S-L course is suggested, narrowing the scope to several key variables explored more thoroughly with 
standardized measures and more objective approach.     

3.2 Civic outcomes  
As expected, the level of civic responsibility before the S-L course (M = 89.58; SD = 17.04) significantly 
differed from the level of civic responsibility after the S-L course (M = 96.46; SD = 16.25), indicating 
medium ameliorating effect of S-L experience on civic responsibility (t (23) = 3.83; p < 0.01; d = 0.78). 
This finding is in line with previous studies [26], [27] and provides a support for further implementation 
and institutionalization of S-L in HEI that would allow more active engagement of students and scholars 
within the community and form sustainable and equal partnership between HEIs and CSOs. However, 
when asked about their motivation for participating in S-L projects before (M = 2.63; SD = 0.49) and 
after the S-L course (M = 2.71; SD = 0.46), no statistically significant effect was observed (t (23) = 0.81; 
p > 0.05). It is possible that finding is a result of small-range scale and relatively high assessments within 
the first (and the second) measurement, combined with the reality that for some of them the end of the 
semester means graduation and entering the labor market, therefore S-L courses (or any courses) are 
not perceived as a realistic option in their immediate future. The same result was obtained related to 
students’ interest in volunteering (t (23) = 1.16; p > 0.05), indicating no statistically significant difference 
between interest in volunteering before (M = 3.88; SD = 0.79) and after S-L experience (M = 4.13; SD 
= 0.99). This finding could also be the result of the students’ age and study level, since they are about 
to enter the labor market in a short period of time, and they perceive all their time and energy should be 
focuses on job-related issues. This is also supported by the fact that most of students enrolled in the S-
L course had a job during their studies, leaving them with limited capacity for other job- and study-
unrelated activities.     

3.3 HEI outcomes  
Though students’ satisfaction with HEI (Table 1) appears to improve during the semester, this difference 
was not proven to be statistically significant (t (23) = 1.91; p = 0.07) when satisfaction with HEI was 
considered as a subscale composite. However, since obtained t-test was very close to being statistically 
significant, we decided to repeat the analysis on the item level which revealed significant improvement 
in students’ satisfaction with HEI related to combining theory and practice (t (22) = 2.78; p < 0.05; d = 
0.58) after the S-L experience. Other elements of satisfaction with HEI functions – encouraging active 
learning and in-depth understanding of the content, preparation for the future career, and possibilities to 
provide service to others – remained unaffected by the S-L experience. Average satisfaction level 
indicates that students who are about to finish their studies and enter the labor market in the near future 
are generally not that satisfied with what HEI provides them related to its educational and civic mission. 
Observed findings are in line with national data [36] suggesting the need for strategic planning and 
continuous monitoring of students’ progress, but are also indicating the potential od S-L as a tool for 
improving the perception of HEI.      

Table 1. Students’ satisfaction with different functions of HEI 

 Before S-L 
M (SD) 

After S-L 
M (SD) 

combining theory and practice 1.91 (0.79) 2.43 (1.12) 

active learning and in-depth understanding 2.70 (0.88) 2.52 (0.85) 

preparation for the future career 2.22 (0.74) 2.61 (1.16) 

provide service to others 2.35 (1.15) 2.52 (1.20) 

satisfaction with HEI 2.29 (0.69) 2.52 (0.94) 

4 CONCLUSIONS 
The findings of the present study suggest that the implementation of S-L in the career management 
course not only provides the development of career management skills, enables students to be more 
prepared for the labor market, and improve their general self-efficacy, but also provides the development 
of civic responsibility in students about to enter the labor market, therefore indirectly affecting future 
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wellbeing of the entire community. Universities that aspire to make better connections with their 
community should consider implementing the S-L methodology within their study programs to increase 
their outreach and fulfil the third mission of the University. 
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