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ABSTRACT

Service-learning has emerged as a transformative educational approach that integrates community
service with academic instruction, emphasizing reflection and critical thinking to enrich the learn-
ing experience, teach civic responsibility, and strengthen communities. This paper presents an
in-depth examination of service-learning, with a specific focus on its implementation in higher
education to address sustainable energy access. By leveraging the case study of the GIRLS
project—Generation for Innovation, Resilience, Leadership, and Sustainability—this paper illus-
trates how service-learning can empower students with the knowledge and skills necessary to tackle
real-world challenges. The GIRLS project, developed in collaboration with the Technical Univer-
sity of Civil Engineering Bucharest (UTCB), aims to promote inclusion, diversity, equality, digital
transformation, and the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) through an innovative gamified
structure. The project’s primary task is to empower high school and university students with prac-
tical knowledge and skills to ensure access to affordable, reliable, sustainable, and modern energy.
Central to this initiative is the construction of a prototype energy-independent solar house, which
serves as a tangible example of renewable energy application. The solar house project exempli-
fies the core principles of service-learning by involving students in hands-on activities that directly
benefit the community while reinforcing their academic learning. Workshops on energy efficiency,
conservation techniques, and renewable technologies are conducted, providing students with prac-
tical insights into sustainable energy practices. These activities are designed to be reflective and
integrative, allowing students to connect theoretical concepts with real-world applications. Com-
munity engagement is another critical component of the GIRLS project. UTCB organizes aware-
ness campaigns and public showcase events to educate the broader community about the benefits
of sustainable energy. These events create a platform for students to share their knowledge and
experiences, thereby fostering a sense of civic responsibility and community involvement. Addi-
tionally, the project emphasizes the professional development of educators by introducing them to
active learning methodologies, such as research-based learning (RBL), game-based learning (GBL),
competency-based learning (CBL), and service-learning (SL). Training sessions equip teachers with
the skills to implement these methodologies, making learning more interactive and impactful. The
inclusion of Vasco de Quiroga University of Morelia in Mexico adds a unique cross-cultural di-
mension to the project. This partnership brings valuable insights from their extensive experience in
community service and social innovation, enriching the service-learning experience for UTCB stu-
dents and faculty. In conclusion, this paper highlights the significant impact of service-learning in
higher education, particularly in the context of sustainable energy access. By integrating academic
learning with community service, the GIRLS project not only enhances students’ educational expe-
riences but also contributes to sustainable development and social cohesion. This approach prepares
students to become proactive, responsible citizens capable of driving positive change in their com-
munities and beyond.
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