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Abstract: - This paper presents a case study of service e-Learning project of developing an educational corner
for the elementary school. Our main objective was to develop the educational corner that would help the
elementary school and its teachers to provide their pupils with greater opportunities for learning through
interesting educational activities. Our second goal was to motivate the primary education teachers to realize the
importance of communication with their pupils in an online environment and to encourage them to place their
educational materials online in order to establish better communication and interaction with their pupils. Our
third goal was to make our students of information sciences to practically use knowledge and skills acquired
through their studies while meeting the demands of global and diverse educational marketplace. Finally, the
study's findings have implications for structuring effective service e-Learning projects to promote student
learning, increase student civic engagement and establish successful collaboration with the institution of
primary education.
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This was the first generation of students who
enrolled in a stand-alone elective course in service
e-Learning at the Department of Information
Sciences, Faculty of Humanities and Social
Sciences at Zagreb University. To our knowledge,
this is the first course of this kind taught at a
Croatian university.
Our main goal was to promote the use of
educational web corners in elementary schools and
to provide pupils and school teachers with greater
opportunities
for
learning,
teaching
and
communicating in the primary school. Also, we
wanted to explore the concrete opportunities for our
students to learn new skills, to think critically, and
to test their new roles in an environment which
encourages risk-taking and rewards competence.

1 Introduction
Service learning (SL) is a teaching method that
connects the goals of higher education with the
needs of society through student active participation
in structured cooperative activities that address
community needs.
It encourages students to utilize classroom
knowledge to improve local communities but also to
learn and develop professional and interpersonal
skills as well as critical thinking [3].
Furthermore, service e-Learning, a special kind of
service learning, additionally recognizes the
emerging role of technology in shaping student
participation in the community and provides a
quality experience while meeting the needs of
multiple participants from multiple backgrounds,
giving them the ability to make connections across
the disciplines [2].
This paper presents a case study of service eLearning project: Around the Corner: Service eLearning in Primary Education (http://www.skolaretkovec.hr/edu-kutak/), designed and implemented
by the graduate students of Information Sciences in
their final year of study.
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2 Background of Service e-Learning
in Croatia
Service learning was introduced in the largest
faculty of the University of Zagreb (Faculty of
Humanities and Social Sciences) in academic year
2006-07 through the series of faculty workshops and
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partner should consider. Our final choice was
Primary School Retkovec, since it expressed far
more enthusiasm and willingness to participate in
the project than other institutions of primary
education.
The first meeting was arranged with the school’s
principal, pedagogue and the information
technology teacher to discuss all project details,
deadlines and to outline partner's expectations. Due
to the school’s work in shifts and their work
overload, it was difficult for them to find a mentor
willing to guide our students through this learning
experience and help them to prepare the materials
they needed. They decided to do shared mentoring
and provide our students with the materials they
would like to have available on the e-corner.
As a result, our students were given numerous
creative materials made by the school's pupils;
anagrams, mental maps, games of logic, quizzes in
general knowledge, the Croatian language and
literature, history, etc.
Although it took a lot of time and effort to convert
these handwritten materials into useful e-activities,
our students used them as a mean to attract pupils to
learn in interesting and different way, providing
them with the e-environment where they feel
comfortable to learn.
Students' basic hypothesis in the project planning
was that e-activities would look more friendly,
interesting and engaging to pupils if their own ideas
and materials were implemented in the educational
web corner.
The project planning activities allowed our
community partner (school teachers) to gain a better
understanding of the potential value in using an
educational corner in their teaching.

through academic courses, with the goal to
transform the traditional ex-cathedra teaching style.
Goals and requirements for this teaching and
learning method were based upon our U.S.
experience, gained at the George Washington
University. Since then around 50 SL projects in the
field of information technology (IT) have been
completed and evaluated [6]. Service learning was
also added as a regulation of the Croatian National
Youth program 2009-2013, approved by the
Croatian Government.
Since the academic year 2009/2010, the Department
of Information Sciences at the Faculty of
Humanities and Social Sciences in Zagreb offers the
stand-alone elective course on service learning
which achieved remarkable student enrolment in a
short time. The goal of the course is to expose
participants to the theory and practice of two
educational innovations (SL and e-learning)
combined to encourage civic engagement while
meeting the demands of global and diverse
educational marketplace. Due to the fact that
information literacy becomes an important social
issue, while the social need for a visual identity
(especially in the electronic environment) is
constantly growing, information science students
truly have a great field for activity where they can
meet different interests and apply specific
knowledge and skills.

3 Project Description
The aim of the project was to design, develop and
integrate the educational web corner for the primary
school teachers and pupils that will be implemented
in the official school’s web site in order to attract
more pupils and teachers to learn something new,
affirm their knowledge on a familiar topic while
browsing through the content and establish
communication in such social space.

3.2 Design of the Educational Corner
Each service e-Learning project necessitates good
collaboration between students and community
partner. We (faculty) encouraged this collaboration
during both planning and design activities in order
to align partner needs and expectations with the
design and integration of the educational corner and
to promote the design that would leverage the
experiential knowledge of the partner and the
theoretical knowledge of our students.
The community partner's request was to keep the
design of the existing school website unchanged and
to make the educational web corner as an add-on to
the current site.
Our students made the background theme colourful
and attractive, since the educational corner should
have appealed to the project target group – the

3.1 Service e-Learning Project Planning
In the project planning phase, students of
information sciences aimed to create an ageappropriate educational resource for elementary
school pupils through collaboration with school
teachers that will maintain the corner and use it for
their curriculum-based activities.
Our first step was to create a list of eligible
community partners. Our students prepared a project
proposal, presenting their ideas and plans, clearly
defining their obligations, the extent to which they
were able to involve and the requirements the
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abilities to engage intellectually, emotionally and
socially.
Our second goal was to promote community action
and social change, helping the elementary school
teachers to present pupils with greater learning
opportunities in an interesting and challenging way.
Pupils could use this corner to complete homework
assignments and to engage in learning through a set
of age-appropriate e-activities selected by their
teachers. For example, the pupils can reinforce their
understanding of the seven Croatian grammatical
cases through e-activities in this educational corner.
We expected that the implementation of the
educational corner would result in pupils visiting the
school’s webpage more frequently and using it for
e-learning as well as for informing themselves of
daily school news.
The pupils' parents could also access the educational
corner of the school to use the e-activities to help
their children with homework assignments and to
become more connected to the classroom activities
and to the education of their children.
Our third goal was to stimulate the school teachers
to adapt and appreciate the importance of
communication with pupils in an e-environment.
Such a project might encourage teachers to
transform their educational materials into e-learning
materials and thus achieve better collaboration with
pupils in online settings.
Finally, one of the outcomes that had not been
explicitly stated in our list of objectives was the
increased tolerance and patience, as well as the
flexibility of our students to work in a human
service setting.

primary school pupils. For this task they used
Adobe Flex skin Aeon, since Flex proved to be a
highly productive, free, open source framework for
building expressive mobile, web, and desktop
applications. The nature of the task (conversion of
the pupils' creative assignments into e-activities)
required the implementation of a Unicode friendly
Purisa handwritten font, since the whole content was
in Croatian.
The application consists of a window with a title bar
that was expanded to fit the project name. Flex
grouping and navigation components were used to
layout the structure. The navigation links to the
specific sub pages of the project, each of which
represents the specific e-activity: start page, seven
quizzes on the Croatian language and literature
(covering questions on mandatory reading in
elementary school, history of the Croatian language
and literary terms), anagrams, notable historical
people, two quizzes on etiquette and general culture
and an advice list on how to reduce and prevent
bullying situations and violence in school. They also
added additional effects to the components: the quiz
questions and answers lock and turn grey when the
pupil selects an answer. If selected correctly, the
chosen answer turns green, if incorrectly - it turns
red.
Through these design activities, our students had the
opportunity to enhance their communications skills
and their ability to elicit and critically assess project
requirements. They had to face a challenge of
developing a corner in such a way that a nontechnical user could quickly and easily update it.

3.3 Expected Results
3.4 Project Implementation

Our basic aim was to make our students use
academic knowledge and skills acquired through
their study in a real-life setting and to enrich what
they learned in the classroom by extending their
learning beyond the classroom into the community
through collaboration with a community partner elementary school. Our students learned theoretical
concepts for five years and applied them to the
imaginary or simulated circumstances during their
study, but rarely managed to apply the acquired
knowledge to the real world. In this project they had
time to rethink and implement some ideas they
never had the opportunity to transform into “handson” experience and observe the results. We believe
that such placement in real (vs. theoretical) learning
situations could increase confidence and self-esteem
our students need once they enter the labour market.
This project can also serve them as an excellent job
reference and an indication of their creativity and
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The project implementation activities provided the
context for our students to gain implementation
skills and helped the partner understand the
challenges of implementing technology on the
school's web server.
The existing school site was made in static HTML.
Since the school's technical requirements weren't
specified aside that the application should be
browser based, our students settled for a static
application that uses XML files as a data source
instead of the server side programming. They made
the application entirely in Flash since Flash player
had strong market penetration and the tools were
freely
available
(compiler
and
Software
Development Kit). The application had its data
pulled from static XML files on the server and the
processing of quizzes was entirely in Action Script
[1], the scripting language of Flash.
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course on service learning in Information Sciences
(the first author of this paper).
The data collection methods for this study were: the
review of project documentation, the online
evaluation form completed by each student in the
project team and by and the community partner
representative (school principal), the students'
background online survey and the students' personal
reflections e-journals on the perceptions of the
service e-Learning experiences.

Each group member who was assigned to prepare
the materials for the page made their XML files
with the preferred text editors. The only requirement
was a UTF-8 code page. Together with image files,
the assets were ready to get their data pulled into the
application. The XML files were created from the
hand-written materials obtained from the school.
One portion was used for constructing quizzes and
the other for displaying information about historical
persons and preventing bullying situations / violence
in school.
Having the application operational, the idea was to
get the data while loading the Flash movie. The
instance event "initialize" was used to get the data
loaded into the application. They also used
"creationComplete" and "show" events for
additional control. After the data gets loaded, the
application is shown to the user. Upon navigating,
the application is presenting data almost
immediately, the sole exception being the images
which get loaded upon request. The quizzes had to
be split to even segments and a loop was used to put
the nodes on the page. Since the counter remembers
the position, it was used to move through the data.
Furthermore, the correct answers were stored in the
variable whose value is shown alongside the length
of the entire quiz giving the results upon
completion. Anagrams had characters of words
randomized to create a puzzle. The answer was
made case insensitive in order to be more
appropriate for the young users. Finally, the poll
(created at the very end of the project) was made
with PHP, since the necessary information from the
community partner regarding the server that is
hosting the website was received very late in the
project.

4.1 Benefits to Students
The analysis of the data brought us to the conclusion
that service e-Learning offers students a unique
opportunity for recognizing the complexity of the
academic knowledge and integration of that
knowledge with experience.
When they finish their studies, many of our
information sciences students end up teaching
informatics in elementary or secondary school, but
the majority of them has no experience in preparing
curriculum-based activities for elementary school
pupils. They usually complete their internship in
either for-profit or non-profit organizations, lacking
hands-on experience that could enhance their
understanding of issues in elementary school
teaching.
This project required our students to apply ICT
knowledge to address complex situation, to manage
a real-life educational project, but also to manage
their relationships with clients in a real school
setting. Furthermore, the commitment of students to
this project made it possible to satisfy the following
student expectations: teamwork, fieldwork and work
on student’s skills, competences and practical
implications of gained knowledge.
In the end of the project they showed enhanced
communication,
interpersonal
and
project
management skills they developed through
extensive communication with a technologically
challenged community partner.
Finally, they learned to address the complexity and
uncertainty of real-life technology implementation
issues, to collaborate with a technologically
challenged community partner, to develop skills to
work effectively in diverse group settings and to
develop capacity for higher order thinking that
enhances problem solving.
Students found the service e-learning effective,
because (according to their online evaluations) it
increases their awareness of the world and their
personal values and facilitates their engagement in
the local community [5, 6].

4 Discussion
The purpose of our study is to explore the benefits
and challenges of using service e-Learning to
develop an educational web corner for the
elementary school as community partner.
Our findings demonstrate important benefits to the
key stakeholders involved in the above described
project. However, we also found that there are social
and technological challenges of such projects aimed
at solving contemporary issues of the local
community.
The project's context was a collaborative
development of an educational corner by the group
of information science students and elementary
school teachers as community partners. The project
was supervised by the faculty who was teaching the
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the opportunity for each student to engage, making
the SL experience possible.

4.2 Benefits to Community Partner
Our community partner (elementary school
teachers) donated time to student activities and
provided them with the additional learning
opportunities. In return, they gained free solution
and expertise from our students and benefited from
valuable human capital (students). They received a
fully-functional, maintainable educational web
corner to enhance their curriculum-based activities
and motivation to adopt new technology in their
work setting. This project provided the elementary
school teachers with a new way for curriculum
enhancement and contributed to a social change in
the way new technology could be used in primary
education.
Also, the community partner expressed interest in
future collaboration with our institution and our
students, establishing a long term bond with our
Faculty.
Finally, the end users of this educational corner elementary school pupils gained opportunities to
extend their learning beyond the traditional school
day and choose for themselves whether and how
they want to extend their learning through this
educational corner.

5 Challenges and Successes
Our findings show that service e-Learning promotes
student learning and facilitates the development of
an educational corner for the institution of primary
education.
In spite of these benefits, there are challenges of
using this strategy that can be categorized into three
types – organizational, communicational and
technological.
The organizational challenge refers to student team
management, interpersonal skills and the
distribution of the group assignments. The project
demanded a considerable amount of time from the
student, the community partner, and the faculty
member. But, although students were busy with
other courses, some of the five team members
devoted themselves to the project and joint work,
while some found it extremely difficult to fit in with
the rest of the group. The deadlines specified by the
faculty member were not always respected and it
was hard to organize face to face meetings with all
the team members present. Nevertheless, the entire
communication was successfully handled via email
and e-discussions.
Our students also encountered communicational
problems with the community partner as school was
not able to devote enough time to collaborate on the
project and to give them relevant support and
feedback.
Furthermore,
we
noticed
a
communication gap between our technically
oriented information science students and
technically challenged school staff. Collaborating
with a real client and meeting the tight schedule of
the project were the most challenging tasks for our
students.
Regarding the technological challenges, the most
difficult were the lack of access to the school's web
server to test the educational corner and the lack of
the technical support from the school staff. The
school's policies on the use of and access to the
server side technology on the hosting machine
constrained the students' ability to upload the
necessary files.
Still, upon the completion of the project, we showed
that our students were able to work in a professional
and timely manner. Considering the different
learning preferences and the knowledge level of the
teammates, our students had to cope with the
existing limitations. They succeeded in creativity
and adaptability to work with technically challenged

4.3 Benefits to Faculty and University
Since this was the first university service e-Learning
project with elementary school partners, it was quite
challenging for us to find an institution willing to
participate in a project where our students serve as
professionals in decision-making process of
planning, design, implementation and project
evaluation.
But, once the partner was found and project
started, we observed the following benefits for us:
taking on new roles, enhanced teaching as we
actively mentored students, seeing students excited
and effectively grasping the curriculum, building
richer and longer lasting connections with students,
learning from and about our students and seeing
greater student involvement in discussions and the
relevance of the subject.
Apart from our own benefit, we believe that such
service e-learning projects give us the power to
position our universities as service branded, increase
our credibility and become increasingly networked
and connected. In times when university budgets are
tightening, the implementation of service learning
offers our university chance to contribute to the
community and enhance university significance to
the community. Such a university takes care of its
students and their learning experiences. It provides
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and quite busy partner and managed to create an
interesting and useful educational corner.

impacts that multiple service e-Learning projects
could have on a social change.
Finally, e-technology is evolving at a very rapid
pace and the Croatian educational system is at a
great disadvantage compared to some other
countries. The elementary school’s personnel still
lacks sufficient motivation and will to develop elearning activities for their pupils. Therefore, this
pilot project aimed primarily to help the primary
education teachers to engage in e-activities for
pupils through the educational web corner in order
to enhance their curriculum-based activities and
motivation to adopt new technology in their work
setting.
The real results will be visible after some period of
time, when both pupils and teachers learn to use this
educational corner and realize that they are largely
responsible for its future updates and development
as well as being well informed of the ICT trends.

6 Conclusion and Future Work
The study's findings revealed that having
information science students develop educational
web corner for elementary school is a simple but
effective service e-Learning project.
It also showed that such projects are time
consuming, labour intensive and in need of
farseeing faculty members able to manage the
project throughout its lifetime.
Nevertheless, such projects can help meet
information science study objectives for students,
while better engaging different learning styles and
benefiting elementary school teachers and pupils.
This project brought many benefits. The students
had the opportunity to apply what they have learned
during their study to “the real world” and further
develop their IT skills, while the faculty member
enriched classroom lectures with relevant real world
experiences and the elementary school established
better communication and interaction with both our
students and their pupils. Also, our students became
more aware of the needs of their local community
and became civically active in mutually beneficial
ways.
The aim of this study was to investigate the benefits
and challenges of using service e-Learning to
develop an educational corner for a community
partner.
Previous research on service learning showed that it
has already begun to transform education and the
lives of many of the students involved [4, 5].
At the end of the project, our students perceived
themselves as partners in the learning process (not
the objects of that process), able to make a
difference in their local communities and we
consider that a huge benefit.
We also consider the idea of designing an
educational corner for the elementary school as a
positive move in further pushing the boundaries of
primary education, and as a step towards the
development of the stronger relationship between
our university and the local community.
The project aimed to address a specific community
need while giving students an opportunity to learn
and develop professional and interpersonal skills as
well as critical thinking through active participation
in structured IT activities.
However, the limitation of our study is the use of a
single case to explore these benefits and challenges.
In spite of that, we believe that this study can be
relevant for a future research in revealing the
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