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ABSTRACT 
This paper details the experience of a particular department in integrating digital video games into 
a service learning project. The department of Technology Support and Training program (TST) 
within the Eberly College of Business and Information Technology (ECOBIT) at Indiana Univer-
sity of Pennsylvania (IUP) has taken the initiative to integrate service learning projects into their 
courses. Various initiating proposals have taken place in regards to ideas for the selection of the 
service learning projects and the methods of their implementation. Among these initiatives is a 
project taken by faculty members to donate a digital video game to a senior citizen center within 
the community. The paper first provides a theoretical feedback on service learning projects in 
general and the steps that led these faculty members to select this idea for a service project. More 
details is given regarding the planning and implementation for this project including the proce-
dures followed to collect funds for the video game and the selection of the senior citizen center.  
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Introduction 
Service learning projects have been used in academic courses for some time. Ideas for service 
learning projects often seem to be straight forward such as cleaning the streets, visiting the eld-
erly, teaching children how to read or similar projects that deem to provide service to an individ-
ual or to a community. The ideas for service learning projects have been increasingly integrated 
into technology courses as well. Some of these ideas include teaching elderly about computer lit-
eracy, donating computers to non-profit organizations or creating web sites to community-based 
agencies. 

The emphasis of “service learning projects” may vary from one project to another. However, the 
main purpose has most often been to provide learning opportunities for the students while at the 
same time offer services for organizations or individuals alike. Sheffield (2005) explained about 
the general purpose of service learning: 

“Service-learning provides the opportunity to apply classroom-developed knowl-
edge and skills to a community 
problem thereby increasing the 
depth and understanding of 
knowledge and skill while solv-
ing a community problem 
through interaction with diverse 
community stakeholders (p. 1)”.  
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Technology educators often may have difficulty when selecting a service learning project for 
their courses and may have to be creative when selecting a project scope. This paper identifies 
how a TST faculty member designed a creative idea when choosing a service learning project for 
his technology training class.  

The remainder of the paper is divided into four sections: First, a theoretical background is given 
about service learning in general. The second section include explanations about videos game 
system than was chosen for this project. The third section discusses the benefits of using video 
games for senior citizens. The fourth section elaborates on the experience of TST faculty on plan-
ning, selecting and implementing the service learning project being discussed here. 

About Service Learning Projects 
The term “Service Learning” has been used in different academic programs for a number of 
years. It was first introduced in 1967 to describe the educational philosophy of integrating class-
room concepts with a related community service experience (Sanderson, 2003). Traditional ser-
vice learning projects were limited to certain programs like education, English, and social sci-
ence. However, this expanded into other areas of academic education as different programs began 
to use this same learning tool. Furthermore, the context within which such projects are selected, 
managed and implemented has also widened. Thus discussing the definition and meaning of the 
term “service learning” may shed some light on the vast uses of “service learning projects” in 
academia. 

Service Learning – Definition 
In a simple terms, Sanderson and Vollmar (2000) defined service learning as “the integration of 
classroom concepts and related community service experience (p. 222)”. Ferguson and Liu (2006) 
noted that in service learning projects, “students apply the knowledge and skills they have gained 
in the classroom to the real-world problems of community-based (p. 127)”. Other definitions de-
scribed service learning projects more elaborately and discussed the term from different perspec-
tives. The Community Campus Partnership for Health (CCPH) for example connected service 
learning with preparation and reflection as illustrated in their definition listed below: 

Service-learning is a structured learning experience that combines community 
service with preparation and reflection. Students engaged in service-learning 
provide community service in response to community-identified concerns and 
learn about the context in which service is provided, the connection between their 
service and their academic coursework, and their roles as citizens. (p. 1) 

Chaytor (2003) on the other hand defined service learning as “a form of experiential edu-
cation in which students engage in activities that address human and community needs 
together with structured opportunities intentionally designed to promote students with 
learning and development. Reflection and reciprocity are key concepts to service learn-
ing” (p. 226). 

Service Learning Projects – Scope: 
Service learning, like any other project, has components that make it function properly. These 
components constitute the elements that make it able to proceed to completion. Although various 
projects have different scopes, many common elements can be found in service learning projects. 
Based on the definitions and descriptions listed above, the scope of service learning projects may 
include the following elements: 
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1- A project that deems to provide service to a live being (an individual or so), to an organi-
zation or to a community of people. 

2- Students to work on project. 
3- An educational course or any similar setting, such as student organizations, that assigns 

the service project to the students. 
4- The main goal of the service project is on student learning first followed by providing the 

actual service. 

Service Learning Projects in Technology Courses 
Despite the increasing use of service learning projects in different academic programs, the same 
increase is not witnessed in computer technology related programs. Different examples can be 
cited to indicate that computer technology programs lag behind other disciplines in introducing 
service projects within their courses. Sanderson (2003) for example noted about the lack of visi-
bility for computer science courses in terms of service learning projects: 

Service-learning is a form of experiential learning that integrates classroom con-
cepts with related community services. Computer science faculty and students 
stand to reap great benefit from the integration of service-learning practice and 
philosophy into curricula. Many faculty are already doing so, yet computer sci-
ence is not very visible in the service-learning community. Similarly, service-
learning is not very visible in the computer science education community. (p. 83)  

The point that can be derived from the statement above is that computer technology related pro-
grams are slower than other programs in adopting service learning project into their courses. 
However this slow adoption may not be related entirely to the programs themselves. A number of 
factors may contribute to this slow acceptance. Some of these factors are related to the nature of 
computer related programs, while others are related to the general perception of what makes a 
service and the philosophies that underpin service projects and their practices (Ali et al, 2008). 

Despite the difficulties noted above regarding the implementation of service learning projects, 
there are still many programs that are introducing these kinds of projects into their classes. As this 
learning tool expanded out of traditional areas, a wider range of opportunities opened to technol-
ogy faculty regarding their selection of service learning projects. Sanderson (2005) suggested the 
following opportunities for service learning projects in technology courses: 

- Develop an information system for an organization’s administrator. 

- Develop a web site for an organization or school. 

- Develop classroom software for a school. 

- Network an organization’s computer resources. 

- Tutoring and other instructional activities. 

The opportunities listed above note traditional scope of a technology based service learning pro-
ject. Different other projects can be introduced using computer or related technology; however 
this may require faculty to think outside of what is traditionally taught in a technology training 
course. The following section illustrates one example of such thinking. 

About Digital Video Games 
Gaming in general is not a new phenomenon. Gillespie (1997) noted about that in general  

Games are universal and are as old as humankind. Gaming boards and dice have 
been found in Crete, in Mesopotamia, in Greece and throughout the old Roman 
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Empire. While games are considered frivolous today, this has not always been so. 
(p. 148)   

Playing interactive games is known to provide a number of advantages. Some of these advantages 
extend to the individuals playing the game while others extend to the surrounding family and 
community. According to Al Mahmud et al. (2008), the following advantages can be gained from 
playing games:  

1. Leisure for the game players. Example, someone playing a domino,  
2. Engaging the individuals playing the game. 
3. A form of socialization. 
4. Improving quality of life of individual playing the game. 

Gajadhar, Kort ,and Jsselsteijn (2008) noted that the social setting has an influence on the experi-
ence of playing games and that playing games against others is more fun than playing alone. In 
reality, game playing is considered by many as a key to socialization and interacting with others.  
In regards to computer games, Bernhaupt et al. (2008) noted that “game players enjoy computer 
games for their leisure and enjoyment factor, social reasons, the challenge they provide, and to 
use them as a platform for performance and self expression” (p. 3905).  

But video games require the availability of additional hardware and software. In particular, video 
games require the following additional components: 

- A video device or game console. 
- A game controller (such as a mouse pad or a joystick). 
- The game itself. 

The components listed above have become more advanced and interactive over the past several 
decades. Some games became so engaging that it captured the attention of player for hours. How-
ever, the engaging characteristics of video games became a social problem as some attributed this 
to the de-socialization of many teenagers. Additionally, video games still were difficult to use for 
senior citizens for different reasons: 

- The game controller, which was typically small and contained small buttons, was difficult 
for senior citizens to handle. 

- Some video games required following complex set of procedures which made it difficult 
set for senior citizens to learn. 

Al Mahmud et al. (2008) explained about the difficulty that the elderly encountered when playing 
video games: 

Elderly people today mostly play low-tech games such as card games. They seem 
to be less inclined towards computer games than younger people are. Some con-
tributing factors to this difference are obviously that they are less familiar with 
the games being offered and more afraid of the complexity involved in installing 
and playing the games. Another factor may however be that existing computer 
games simply deviate too much from the games that are familiar to the elderly, 
and that current games insufficiently take into account their real needs (or 
wishes). (p. 403) 

Digital Video Games and Senior Citizens 
Subsequent development in the computer, video and virtual reality fields led to the development 
of digital video games which represented a leap from the older traditional gaming designers. New 
digital video games have the following advantages over traditional video games: 



Mensch & Ali 

 813 

- Better video displays.  
- Game controllers are easier to use as compared to traditional joysticks. 
- A wider range of games to choose. 

Due to these technological innovations, video game manufacturers realized that there was a mar-
ket for products that involved more physical interaction with the game. While originally targeted 
for younger adults and children, these games became increasingly popular with older adults.  
Jsselsteijn et al. (2007) noted the following about digital video design and senior citizens: 

There are compelling social and financial reasons why game developers should 
think seriously about making their games interesting and accessible to elderly us-
ers. Digital games hold a significant promise for enhancing the lives of seniors, 
potentially improving their mental and physical wellbeing, enhancing their social 
connectedness, and generally offering an enjoyable way of spending time. (p. 17) 

With the introduction of wireless systems into the gaming world, individuals can play games such 
as bowling or golf that require movements similar to real-life. Unlike traditional video games, 
energy is required as real-life movements make it more exciting to play. 

Digital video games have increased among senior elderly users (Jsselsteijn et al., 2007). Their 
simplicity led to more playing these games and as a result led to increase socialization among 
seniors (Gajadhar et al., 2008). Accordingly, some senior citizen centers have acquired these 
gaming devices. Despite this increase of use of video games, some training may still be needed to 
set up and use the system. While large centers can offset these costs, smaller centers do have the 
same financial luxury. For this reason a faculty member initiated a project that aims at donating a 
Nintendo Wii to a senior citizen center. 

The TST Program at IUP 
The Technology Support and Training (TST) department in the Eberly College of Business adn 
Information Technology (ECOBIT) at Indiana University of Pennsylvania (IUP) offers two 
bachelor degrees and one associate degree. The first Bachelor degree is in Business Technology 
Support while the second is in Business Education. The Associate degree is in Computer and In-
formation Technology. 

Service projects have been implemented in the TST department for a number of years, but they 
have been limited mainly to student clubs. The department has a number of organizations for their 
students and each club is usually advised by a faculty. The faculty advisor often works with the 
students in the club to implement particular service projects. However this scenario has changed 
and faculty in this department began integrating service projects into their courses.  

A new initiative began in the fall 2008 semester to start a service project to donate a Wii gaming 
center to a senior citizens center in the community. IUP is located in a rural area, thus most cen-
ters in the area are smaller and have a low operating budget. In order to donate such a game con-
troller, the following steps need to be followed: 

1- Fundraising event to collect money for to buy the game controller.  
2- Finding a senior citizens center in the area that can accommodate the system. 
3- Install the controller on the senior center. 
4- Train senior citizens on the use of Wii system. 

Description: The project started in September 2008 by conducting a fundraising project. In pre-
vious years, the club purchased a number of towels that hold the University name and logo. These 
towels were sold at sporting and other events held on campus. The fund gathered paid for stu-
dent’s registration into local conferences and job fairs. The remaining funds were used to buy the 
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Nintendo Wii and additional controller that will be donated the senior citizens center. This service 
learning project is in the final stages as facilities are being reviewed to see where the device will 
be donated. Once donated, the center will take ownership of the Nintendo Wii gaming center. 

Summary and Future Research 
This paper explained about introducing the use of video games in service learning projects. It fo-
cused the coverage on the experience of faculty teaching in the TST department at IUP. The pa-
per started by outlining the history of service learning projects in general, and similar projects in 
computer technology programs. It illustrated the use of digital video games on senior citizens. 
The paper then focused the on the TST faculty members effort to incorporate the project into a 
technical training class. 

Service learning projects have been at the forefront of the TST department technical courses. Two 
faculty members of this department have been pioneering the use of service projects in their tech-
nology courses. The two faculty members wrote about the use of such projects in the past. The 
same faculty members feel that is time to take a pause on writing on these projects and assess 
their work. Thus, it is the intention of the same faculty to survey their work and have ideas from 
the students as well as the service agencies on the feasibility of their past projects and suggestions 
for how to conduct future service projects. This survey will be analyzed and the results will be the 
subject of a future study by the same authors.  
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