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Creating Older Adults Technology Training Policies:Lessons from Community
Practices

Introduction

Life-long learning for adults over 55 years of agecreasingly continuing beyond
ceasing paid work. Yet it is argued that, ovegdlyernment educational policy
makers are not keeping pace with forming suppotta@ing polices to manage
growing demands for older adult learning (McInt2@905, Anderson 2004). Much
attention is being focused on the need to formonatieducational policies to guide
how older adults are taught and how community iegrprograms are administered.
Creating life-long learning policies for re-traigiand skilling older adults has
individual and community benefits. These include pinevention of individual
isolation from the community, access to social reks and the ability to use
complex new technologies. Community and non-paofianisations are now major

providers of older adult training which provide @pjunities for such benefits.

Governments attempt to create uniform nationahingi polices that advise
community training centres on effective ways otteag adults. Yet it is believed

that this process of forming uniform polices isdnsistent (Bardon, 2007). Kearns
(2005:373) has commented that Australia commuegyring is little acknowledged
as a key contributor to rapid and consistent satiahge. The assumption from these
comments is that adult training, particularly farg@ly vocational purposes, is not a

priority government in policy formation.

Increasing attention is being paid to Informatiowl £&ommunication Technology
(ICT) training for older adults. Despite growingndand from retired and working
older adults to learn such skills, governments talte interest in forming policies in
this area. There have been attempts from governdegrartments to advise on adult
learning policy and desirable teaching of olderlisdThe Federal Department of
Communications, Information Technology and the A2B05), for example, has
published case studies on the policy and teachiactipe successes of various non-
profit organisations. A common theme in these ssithias been how community
organisations form and administer their own ICTnireg and skills policies and
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teaching practices to meet student needs. Creatiagtive policies and practices to
administer and teach ICT skills for a growing olgepulation, without government

policy guiding frameworks, becomes the functions@hmunity organisations.

However, older adult ICT training policies have haeccessfully created,
particularly in disadvantaged communities, thouggtally formed policies and
specific teaching practices. These communitiesbearural or urban areas with
ageing populations and low income levels. Oftenpiblecies have been successful in
attracting students despite considerable obstaalgs as a lack of government
funding. Though these have impacted on organissitadrilities to teach older adults
ICT skills, longevity of programs and increasedistut retention rates have been
achieved. Two questions for examination arisehéfdemand for ICT training is
increasing, why do some community organisatiorahing policies and practices
encourage community interest and grow their studesé without government policy
support to guide its programs? Second, what gy@nisations doing daily that may
give insights into how they are successful in teaglolder adults when faced with

labour and financial shortages?

To examine these questions, an illustrative lomtyital example study in one
community centre will be discussed. The aim of gaper is to contribute to an
understanding of how locally formed policies, apédfic teaching practices, can
maximise the older adult retention rate. Such keodgé and research can be given to
educational policy makers to show the types ofgiedi and practices that are viewed
as successful in ICT training. This paper will segigthat examining student
experiences gives educational policy makers knogdeaf what factors can be
incorporated into forming policies that benefit Wiog or retired older adults, and the

community training organisations that provide streiming.

Research in policies and practices in Australian IT training programs

A policy is often a general course of action intten form that suggests desirable
practices that maximise successful outcomes. @igaical informal ICT training
policies has personal and community benefits aridomoes. Reported benefits to

older adults in undertaking ICT training includeemse of belonging to a group,



encouraging self-sufficiency by accessing intemigtrmation and maintaining social
and family connections lost after ceasing work (fisend, 2006). Research on
effective older adults training needs suggestsi@iatiraining practices and policies
should primarily be self-directed and goal spediistead of teaching a fixed
curriculum of skills (Poynton 2005, Farrow, Hayw&dHuta, 2005). Having an
absence of such guiding policies and effectivehigacpractices affects the outcome
and uptake of ICT training. For example, a barieelongevity of ICT training
programs has been the management of working redtips of people involved in
ICT training projects. The failure of ICT trainimg some organisations can occur

from the lack of policies in managing availablewthary workforces.

Case study research of inadequate workforce maregeolicies, and their negative
effects on ICT training programs, was illustratesgiudies by Coco and Jolly (2003)
and Coco and Short (2004). A problem they obsewesithe volunteers’ desire to
keep the centre inward focused and not publicssgaining programs to geographic
areas beyond their local surrounds (Coco & Jol@d3). Disagreements on what
topics to teach and how to teach them occurred;ehself- interest and group conflict
indirectly caused students not to come to the edrgcause offered ICT topics did not
suit their needs (Coco & Short, 2004). Some workéss did not see any use for ICT
training in their own lives despite being showndevice of its usefulness in the lives
of older adults. This negative view was observedtigents at the centre resulting in

the program’s failure to attract and retrain stugd€@oco & Short, 2004).

Community ICT policies and practices are succesghdn the policy takes a student
centred approach and concentrates on solving sstkzhnology training needs.
When students are not at the centre of teachirigypiblis difficult to attract and

retain them. Curricula need flexibility in the typand breadth of topics taught. This
extract from The Smith Family (2005) report on coamity education illustrates the

focus behind the policy of the student being atcinatre of a learning program:

That lifelong learning initiatives adopt a learrmemtred approach to
facilitate self-paced, personalised learning titajees within a ‘whole-of-
community’ perspective that makes this learningpative and applicable
to people of all ages, genders and socioecononskgbaunds.



In the context of teaching older adults ICT skittsaking learning applicable to
people of all ages means knowing older adults liifferent learning needs and
motivations for learning. Making learning desiratiehis group means structuring
ICT training policies in ways that find out whatimsportant and relevant to the older
adult.

Studies in older adult ICT training practices carulseful to alert educational policy
makers to what might constitute success in retamates of ICT training. This
includes knowledge on the workforces that teachaamdinister ICT programs. Coco
and Jolly (2003) and Coco and Short (2004) sugddbktd labour and financial
shortages were not always the cause of the cessdtI€T training programs. Some
programs have managed labour issues through madathe way commercial
enterprises manage workforce work and relationsisipes. The daily level co-
operation and working together of volunteers andiadstrators of ICT programs
might be strong enough to overcome the barriesdfdy the centre. The ways
community organisations managing ICT teaching teaesources and student
relationships can give governments informationrdarmal practices that support
older adults in ICT skill acquisition. Thereforbgse practices, when communicated
to government bodies, can be incorporated intddiraation of policy by showing
how good labour management impacts on positiveoouts of older adults training.

The centre and the study

The research site and research methodology ismessbere as an example of ICT
training taking place in a local community. Whas teeen observed is that this
centre’s ICT training program has continued throtighforming of its own training

and workforce management policies. The centrei;study has been offering ICT
training since 1996. Similar to Coco and Jolly’8@2) research site, the centre is in a
perceived economically disadvantaged community atlageing population and a
lack of employment opportunities. The centre desitgactivities based on the

World Health Organisation’s (1946) definition ofdi; it being a state of complete
physical, mental and social well being, not just #fvsence of disease. Although many

physical, social and intellectual activities aréeodd, it has been the computer



program that has achieved longevity other disaggetd communities have been

unable to sustain.

The centre’s voluntary tutors range in age andetreed or sourced from Federal
Government employment mutual obligation progranmsn& tutors have extensive
backgrounds in information technology disciplin€sree computers, two with
broadband internet access donated by a local dphage a variety of software
programs available to be taught. While some fortoatputer awareness classes are
held, the tutors have adapted their lessons todbds of the student. Two crucial
factors in older adult learning, identified by Knlew (1990:229), are adopted as
policy in the centre’s program: the students wanéearn ICT topics according to their
past experiences and they want a tutor intereatétkir skill and personal
development. The ages of the students range frota 86. Some students are from
ethnic backgrounds and are catered for when thi#re second language skills. The
tutors also update the centre’s website and praedenical support such as installing

software and fixing hardware issues.

This paper’s discussion and insights were formethfdata collected since 2002.
Interviewing older adults and observations of lesseere the data collection
methods. The analysis of the data was done usiagsd and Corbin’s (1998)
Grounded Theory Method. Explanations accountingHerobserved phenomena that
students kept returning to lessons emerged frorstanohdata analysis and
comparison, with a set of categories being formbatiwexplained the perceived
view of centre success in consistently high studeteintion rates. Grounded Theory
was useful in its ability to provide a frameworkdi$covering reasons for older
adults’ decisions to undertaken and regularly atteaining rather than proving or

disproving theoretical explanations.

Experiences of one community centre’s ICT policieand practices

The key finding was that the centre’s successtainiag students was primarily
attributed to the tutors, centre management ardestuvorking relationships. A
problem-solving approach to ICT training practieess an effective teaching practice

and policy in retaining and attracting older adedtrners. Although set ICT topics



were taught, the tutors concentrated on solvindestuspecific individual information
technology problems. The teaching policy centreagament formed as the basis of
their ICT training was to ask older adults the tgbéechnology issues they struggled
with in everyday life. In doing this, they were altb problem solve computer issues
by showing the exact procedure to perform the aatarrectly. However, this was
done without assuming the student knew what oteersumight take for granted. This
example of teaching website navigation, a requesi#ldn older adult ICT training,

is an illustrative comment of this practice frone $tudent’s view:

...because he always asks me what I'm interestednn. I've already a couple
of things on the website so we did that todayent®ne, got one thing up on the
website, it obviously worked because | asked foatalogue and | received that
yesterday.

The tutor specifically asked what the student’sopgm was with obtaining the
internet information. When shown sequentially homavigate a website to find the
catalogue it solved the student’s problem of figdimformation on a difficult to
navigate web page. This practice became adoptedhoonpolicy amongst the tutors

despite it not being incorporated into any writtequirement of tutor’s duties.

The centre’s tutors and management were also afdne demand to learn skills to
communicate electronically with family, friends aoithers. An effective teaching
practice was to teach older adults electronic comaation skills, such as email and
chat room use. A common finding was, althoughtéfaehing practice of providing
technical explanations was important, the studeete encouraged to use this
medium to communicate with distant family and fdenOne student found
handwriting difficult; a tutor taught her how toeuemail to overcome the lessening
written contact she had with family and friends:

I'm really interested in using the Internet anddseg e-mails, mostly sending e-
mails (pause) which my family, I'm not very goodedter writing and | find it
so easy, and | keep in touch with my daughterénUK and | used to live in
Kenya and keep in touch with friends there. Sovgry, very good.

As this example suggest, the tutors encouragedattitides by bringing the student
to this level of confidence through showing hovwg&in control over the medium.



This was based on tutors informally assessingtttgastudent was absorbed in the
experience and gaining control over a challengikyedence, as Cody et al (1999)

suggest as optimal teaching practice.

The centre conducted most lessons between a tudoorae student rather than group
training. A strong argument for this policy wasttheany older adults attending the
centre’s lessons preferred greater control ovep#oe of learning material. That did
not mean every student was physically or emotichallenged in some way. Rather,
it was formal training environments, such as TARE anline learning, did not offer
an important skill overlooked — for tutors to repstructions constantly. This was a
significant issue that older adults reported irksggout ICT training; feeling
inadequate at not keeping pace with others, péatiguyounger people, in classroom
situations. The practice of repetition and indiatlattention is illustrated in these two

quotes.

Because of the one on one. And as | mentionedhegyl don't understand or,
you know, he will show me again and | find that toaslpful.

Probably the fact that it was a one-on-one basierahan group lessons. I find
group lessons and the fact that | can choose wivant to learn here, where |
can quote if | go to a group you have to follow wteey want to tell you and |
not interested in

Tutors followed the policy, suggested in studieshsas Mellor, Firth and Moore’s
(2004) internet adoption study, that there shoelavillingness by tutors to conduct
lessons at a slow pace, repeat material and reagsiplder adult that failing

procedures were a learning experience, not a éétitte learner.

Another policy centre management created was tourage co-operative working
relationships between tutors and administrativif. stéhilst Coco and Jolly (2003)
and Coco and Short (2004) consistently found teaambers were unco-operative
toward each other on training issues, the centalad this. Regular meetings
addressing worker issues and relationships werke Aéhough set policies existed on
how tutor should behave toward older adult leartie@snformal understandings of

conduct were learnt and passed on to new tutopgdaious tutors. This behaviour



was, in turn, observed by the students, who regbateported that a new tutor was

not a reason to cease having lessons as this exangjests:

No a combination of who ever is available, thereagpreference. One is as
good as the other | find. Age certainly has nagttmdo with it. Some | have
been sorry to see go for better things, but foir ven sake | am happy for
them.
This view was encouraged by the policy that tuteese aware of their colleagues’
students’ study needs should that tutor leave.tlitees also sought information from
the internet, each other and their informal pratess networks to solve problems
when they encountered material they could not te@aole tutor had a greater
knowledge of Microsoft Excel procedures, while d@otwas proficient in fixing
hardware problems. Both worked with, and learntskiom, each other while
solving the students’ areas of concern. The camtseired, as a policy, that the tutors
could interact with and teach the students the saaterial if the student’s main tutor

was not available.

Getting older adults interested in ICT trainingotxes persuading them how training
can improve their lives. Cost of lessons, iderdifes a major barrier for older adult
participation in ICT training (DCITA, 2005), was tnan issue at the centre. Lessons
were kept at a minimum price with only one incresisee this study was undertaken.
There were two policies issues that hindered tbgrnam’s progress in terms of
attracting more students. The first was promotiregdomputer lessons to a wider
community geographic area. While the centre hagesadvantage in being able to
tailor student training, there was reluctance tmgete actively for student
attendance. Word of mouth advertising was prefeokest large-scale media and
poster campaigns. A second issue was oppositiom étber groups using the centre
that ran craft and game activities in the same opem as the computer lessons.
Whilst some students from these became curiouseoédmputers and attended
lessons, some centre participants were hostilledin tomments of the invasion of
their space. This did not stop the lessons froncgeding. Rather, it meant centre
management and tutors needed constantly to conthecgroups the computer

lessons would not interfere with other establishetilities.



Having the computers in the same room as otherithesi affected participant
relationships between the computer tutors, studerdsother group members. For
example, one leader of another group made persiségiative comments directly to
the tutors and some other students. As Coco and &@®4) found in their study,
this can influence others decisions to attend lesbecause of the perceived
credibility the other activities leaders have igatve and positive views of the
computer lessons. To address this, the centre’sigeanent adopted a continuous but
subtle strategy of compromise where lessons caifgoistponed if the other group
had an activity on. This suggested the need tanaeeaof undertaking ICT training in
mixed use community centres. Although there walshetstility from members of
other groups, the computer lessons continued. Hery#vs situation suggests a
policy that space devoted to ICT training shoulgéparate from other activities to

reduce potential conflicts over ownership of phgkgpace.

Can community ICT research experiences influence adt learning policy?

This study demonstrated that the centre’s ICT pediand teaching practices
contributed to its longevity and retention. It d by concentrating on the ICT needs
of the students. But it did so with, initially, goiiding frameworks from government
on what policies and practices successfully teddbradults. It was the willingness
of the centre’s management to continually experimeth teaching styles and ways
of administering the program which saw it contintieose daily activities were
observed over time and by describing them in thdysta conclusion reached is that

certain practices of teaching and running ICT paowg do retain students.

Authors, such as Bardon (2007), Anderson (2004¢, Simith Family (2005) and the
DCITA (2005), address macro community issues affgaducational policy. They
all argue for unity and national standards of addlicational practice, whether for
retraining adults or training those no longer wogkiBut the belief here is that
without paying attention to what works in termswtro-teaching practices and
policies developed, often without guidelines, pekccan be developed which advise
optimal and desirable ways of managing ICT trainii¢pough not every practice
would work in every centre, the study still shoviledse practices and policies that

maximised the longevity and retention rates of stiisl They can contribute to an



understanding of what can work in older adult I€3irting and be reported to the

community training providers.

To illustrate these claims, the value of such nedeto policy makers is demonstrated
in answering this study’s research questions. Treeduestion was why community
interest and student retention rates can be suot@sthout guiding teaching and
policy frameworks from government, is answeredhgystudy’s observations. The
centre maintained interest in the ICT training huseathe tutors practised solving
individual student’s information technology probkenThere is little to no
government funds for specifically training teachams tutors in older adult learning.
But through trial and error, the centre’s managemeéserved and incorporated into
policy those teaching practices that students ipeftresponded to.

A key teaching practice example is reassuring tter@adult when an action on the
computer goes wrong. This suggests a differentdraonk of teaching from
adolescents or primary school students. Educatiosatutions have specific teaching
programs for middle-age school students where &adre taught ideal techniques
for teaching this age group. This gives a framewviorkeachers to present material in
a way that suggests teaching this group will rasulhe retention of knowledge. The
same is not happening for older adults, thoughdérgre has noted and applied in
teaching policy specific ways of assisting oldeultgito retain and apply ICT skills to

dalily life.

The second question was, what are organisatiomg dtaily that may give insights
into how successful they are at teaching oldertaduthen faced with labour and
financial shortages? Like commercial enterprisegmiwork, volunteer people
management and resource management are cruci@dgmm continuity. This centre
managed the tutor workforce by adopting importanbperative work policies. First,
a formal induction meeting was held where centreagament would explain the
particular styles of teaching older adults necgstabe carried out. Second,
provisions were made for other tutors to contiregehing existing students should a
tutor leave. But as in paid workforces, drawinglo& knowledge of tutors, however
long they taught there was vital. With their vasbwledge of computer issues they

were able to research and teach current and engargormation technology issues.
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How documented research experiences may influeslagyps by providing
examples of successful learning polices and pregiit one centre. Coco and Jolly
(2003) and Coco and Short’s (2004) material docuatkthe type of problems an
ICT training centre can have with relationship dioctd and a lack of reported
guidelines about what constitutes good practicéhiisense such cases of positive
and negative experiences alert policy makers td vgh@appening in the growing ICT
training area. Bardon’s (2007) agreement with @djeson of community centres as
being learning providers can be achieved but nttomt awareness of what these

centres actually do and how, they can continuett@ihing programs.

The problem in presenting such material to poli@kers is many, necessitating a
commitment to persistently present research tomowent entities. Our experiences
of contact with educational policy makers and goweent bodies were that
government educational departments were intera@sti#ading out about the
program’s success. However, the centre had togpensly stay in contact with them
and consistently send reports which were, for tstrpart, ignored. It is difficult

when policy makers have other educational impesatand centres often have to wait
for formal requests for material as the DCITA hpgradically done. This may lie

with the fact that older adult learning is not ttececonomic outcomes like primary,

secondary and most tertiary education and traiising

Nevertheless, the argument here is that presergsegarch to policy makers that will
assist in supportive policies for older adult I&&ining is a necessary imperative.
Without more information on how older adults ararteng, and staying with that
learning, educational policy makers risk beingasedl from forming policies to serve
this group. What was useful about the reviewedistuand this study was to show in
finer detail what worked and what did not work [GiT training centres. This is
valuable as it provides the types of informatiamg &aluable lessons that can form
the basis of policies and practice for those vemguinto teaching older adult learners.
The challenge is to find those in educational gofiaking who can make this area an

imperative and create policies to guide good IGikieng practice.
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