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Abstract 
 

This paper examines issues related to prior experience of an adult in the use of 

computers. This case study attempts to explore whether computer attitudes of 

adult learners are affected by prior experience and willingness to use. It is 

obvious that the nature of the current work environment is changing from when 

these same older adults entered the workplace, especially with the advent of the 

computer. This case study discusses the prior experience of adult learners in the 

new computer technology, and stereotypes that might exist among adult 

learners; attitudes of older adults toward using and learning how to use 

computers, and variables that affect how well the older adult can learn to use 

computers. Finally, discussion will center on importance of using computer in 

older adults. 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 

The computer is recognized as the dominant technology for today’s age. Because of its increasing 

popularity in the society, certain factors concerning computer-assisted learning need to be examined (Lee, 

1993; Xie, 2003). Adult learners from diverse backgrounds, with varying educational pursuits, represent 

an increasing share for the population. The number of people aged 65 to 84 increased by 20% during the 

1980s, whereas the number of people aged below 65 increased only 8% (Baldi, 1997; Selwyn, Gorard, & 

Furlong, 2006). While some adult learners have appreciation for life-long learning, many are returning to 

classrooms in search of either knowledge they did not receive during their previous educational program 

or knowledge and skills needed to function in a technology driven society.   

 

Why is it important that adult learners use the computer more efficiently? The answer for this is that the 

current population of employed older adults has been forced to become familiar with new technology, 

particularly the computer, during their working years, as opposed to the younger generation who became 

familiar with computers before or at the beginning of their working years (Breakwell & Fife-Schaw, 

1988; Deschacht, & Goeman, 2015). In fact, the computer has become the second most common piece of 

equipment in the workplace (Kroemer & Price, 1982). In addition, this new technology offers some 

benefits for older adults, including: (a) a decrease in work load, (b) compensation for infirmities, (c) 

increased safety for the older adult, especially those living alone, (d) greater opportunity for working at 

home or working part time, and (e) creation of new opportunities for the older adult in the workplace 

(Czaja, 1988; Khiat, 2015; Robinson & Birren, 1984; Sterns & Patchett, 1984).  

 

These adults are also in search of new education. They want education that not only utilizes traditional 

methods but also includes technology-computers and software that provide an alternative type of 

instruction. According to Czaja (1988); Robinson & Birren (1984); Sterns & Patchett (1984); Vaportzis, 

Giatsi Clausen, & Gow (2017), these benefits come with some risks. For example, receiving further 

education or training in computer increase stress due to faster workload, and decrease face-to face 

interaction in social life.  
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Research continually showed that lack of experience with computers fosters anxiety, lack of confidence, 

and negative attitudes toward computers.  Willingness to use computers and the effectiveness of that use 

and that familiarity with computers sharply reduces this anxiety and reluctance (Bohlin & Hunt, 1995). 

As adult educators continue to realize the importance of computer in traditional instruction, it will be 

necessary to explore and investigate perceptions and attitudes of adult learners using computers. 

 

PURPOSE 
 

This paper examines issues related to prior experience of adults in the use of computers. This case study 

attempts to explore whether computer attitudes of adult learners are affected by prior experience and 

willingness to use. It has been suggested that as the older adult population and the use of computer 

technology increases, it may become necessary to extend the work life of the older person beyond what is 

now accepted (Taeuber, 1984; Tsai, Shillair, & Cotten, 2017). It is obvious that the nature of the current 

work environment is very different from when these same older adults entered the workplace, particularly 

with the advent of the computer. This case study discusses the prior experience of adult learners in the 

new computer technology, and stereotypes that might exist among adult learners; attitudes of older adults 

toward using and learning how to use computers, and variables that affect how well the older adult can 

learn to use computers. Finally, discussion will center on importance of using computer in older adults. 
 

METHOD 
 

Description of the Case 

 

This is a qualitative case study.  When I first selected Lisa, who was working as secretary, I used 

purposeful sampling. I considered her background, interests, and her level of knowledge about using the 

computer. My decision to conduct an in-depth investigation of Lisa was also affected by her daily 

practices of using the computers. Lisa works as a department secretary in one of the upper New York 

state Universities. At the time of the report, there were total three secretaries and also student who were 

doing their work-studies in the department. Although her work-area is spacious, only one computer 

occupies a relatively small corner of the room. As noted by Lisa, quite often, the computer is something 

that “I never get bored with the computers, and I also use it at home always.” 
 

Procedure 

 

This case study was divided into three sections: interview section, questionnaire section and observation 

sections. For the first section, I made an interview (see Appendix A for interview questions) with Lisa 

about the computer resources available to the staff and how she uses them. Also, the interview included 

her beliefs about the nature of computer and her images of learning. Questions directly focused on her 

attitudes toward the computers, for example, “Do you get easily frustrated when you face a problem while 

using computer?” Second phase was a questionnaire including background information. In order to gain 

an in-depth understanding of Lisa’s prior knowledge on using the computers, this second phase was 

essential. Some questions were generalizable questions for all adult learners through this case study. By 

doing that, I tried to capture some common answers to examine how adult learners’ attitude might be 

similar or different from Lisa’ case. (See Appendix B for questions). And finally, I made some 

observations. Observations lasted from September 2004 to December 2004. During the observations, I 

observed Lisa’s interactions with the computer. I particularly paid attention to her activities in different 

settings, and tried to capture some patterns in which the computer was used.  Video- camera was used for 

each observation. The time of the each observation was random and it was not planned before. In this 

section, I tried to explore her practices by observations. The purpose of using video –camera was to 
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capture some images/scenes when Lisa used the computer, and tried to discuss how they link to case 

presented here. 
 

 

 

Data Analysis 
 

Lisa, in her fifties, had worked in a computer printing company for 15 years, and had not taken any 

special training since she began learning computers. She had taken short professional development course 

in Microsoft Office when she began this job. After the printing company, she worked in the Social 

Service Department. She explained, “My second employment was with the Saratoga Co. Department of 

Social Services.  I worked there for 9 ½ years.  I typed child abuse reports reported to the department 

from the Child Abuse Hotline.  The use of computers was just being introduced when I terminated 

employment here.” In January 1995, she came to department as secretary. In this position, it is her 

responsibility to coordinate the databases for students, select resources, and organize and maintain the 

department web page and support specific department committees and faculty members.  

 

In her responses on the survey and in her discussions, Lisa indicated that she placed a high value on using 

computers in not only in her job but also at home. She pointed out that computers could give people 

valuable learning strategies in every day life. She pointed out, “Every adult at least can learn basic things 

in computers like email, word typing, if they are interested in it."  

 

Lisa favored a clear explanation for her engagement with the computers. She feels she is very determined 

person, patient and has a lot of self-control with the computers She describes her approach as a quicker 

learner and open-minded. She said, “If I see something wrong, I try again and again to fix it.” 

 

Lisa mentioned about some features of the computer that she uses frequently. She uses the computer 

everyday.  Generally she uses it for email to send material to other faculty, staff and students; to obtain 

work requested by her supervisor and the faculty. She also uses the Internet to find contact information 

that might be requested from a faculty member.  She also uses the computer for a software program called 

People Soft that was introduced to the department this year.  Lisa indicated that this is a really valuable 

resource.  She explained how to use this program. She said she could obtain anything from a student’s 

phone number to a list of registered students in the department to printing out transcripts.  She also keeps 

two different kinds of databases for students.  She mentioned several software to keep students record, to 

track them from beginning to graduation, and to help to maintain web page. She knows programs such as 

Dreamwaver, Photoshop, Firework, and MS Office. 

 

Discussions with Lisa indicated that she believed certain features were the essence of computer 

technology, and this belief had a positive impact on the use of computers, because she believed that the 

computer made her save time. Thinking about using the computer everyday for job experiences, she felt 

very enjoyable doing it. Also, it made her learn more and more. Regarding job performances, several 

things were faster, and better.  She continued by giving example of her mom’s attitudes computer that 

“Although my mom was involved in editing for many books, she had no interest about computer, even for 

checking email or type writer.” It seemed clear that her mom had no idea how to use the computers 

although she worked many years in editing books, or requires the computer to do it very easily. We can 

easily compare Lisa’s case with her mom that although Lisa thinks that the computer is easy to use, and it 

is faster, better, her mom did not feel the same way, because she was stick with the old –method and was 

not interested in the computers. As Lisa indicated, “People from the “old school” still like the paper-

pencil method, but I think that is because they are generally not interested in computers or they think they 

are too old to learn.” 
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Also, she continued that there are some differences between paper-pencil method and computers that 

“Paper-pencil method is old, tedious and generally not used much anymore for people who like 

technology and want to learn and enhance their performance on computers and what they can do.” I think 

this contrasts her situation with her mom that we can see these differences between her approach toward 

the computers and her mom’s approach. Lisa generally defines her relationship with computer in positive 

perspectives. She mentions she has a very positive attitude about the computer. She thinks getting familiar 

with the computer was a hands-on experience for her. She did go to so some computer training classes 

and learned some shortcuts, but she prefers to obtain information herself if she can.  However, I could not 

see this open- minded approach in her mom’s situation, because, to my understating, having a background 

of 15 years in the printing industry helped Lisa to understand certain things a computer can do. In other 

words, her prior experience helped her to be creative in such things with the computers. She saw some 

benefits with the computers for her work, and this approach increased her confidence with the computers. 

However, her mom did not get a chance to work with the computers or she was not interested in computer 

at all. 

 

Lisa appeared to see the role of computers as supporting to her existing learning, and she believes that 

every single learner would best learn the technology by enjoying it. Her enjoyment came from job 

practices, for example, the computer made her job easier, more organized and reliable. The question is 

that through enjoying with the computer, what happens next? I think this enjoyment with her prior 

experience displayed her confidence for further learning process. She stated, “Yes, I do.  Everything that 

is required of me I have pretty much conquered.  If it’s something new that has been introduced to me that 

I might need in the future, I set up a meeting with a qualified person to help me learn it.” Lisa clearly 

explained that her expectations about the computer technology are quite high. She was an adult when she 

was introduced to the computer. However, she saw this technology as a supporting tool to her learning 

and with her desire and persistence and great deal of experience on computers gave her confidence with 

continual use.  

 

As everyone encounters, Lisa also faces with some problems with using computers. She said, “Some 

problems I have encountered are having my computer freeze up when I am in the middle of a long 

project.  This means I have to reboot and sometimes all my hard work has been lost.  Software is another 

problem for me.  I occasionally like to take work home to finish, but sometimes this is impossible because 

my software is not compatible with the computer at work and I can’t afford to buy the software to install 

it.” However, by thinking about her open-minded approach, she generally does not hesitate to contact 

with other people, or at least try to help other people to develop computer skills. Thus, it could be argued 

that she probably had no real reason to be concerned about computers.  

 

As Lisa indicated before, as long as she can have the opportunity, she will continue to learn. I can define 

this process as a chain reaction. Because of the need to keep learning, Lisa welcomed the computer as part 

of everyday activity since being introduced to them. However, as discussed in her mom’s situation, 

people who have little or no computer experience lack confidence and generally anxiety thinking that they 

cannot learn.  

 

At this point, a question can come to mind. Does using computer have to be related to job performance? 

Is that always the case? As Lisa indicated, adult learners can learn basic things for every day life like 

email or word –processing.  She does not believe in forcing someone to do something they have no desire 

to learn. Adult learners can be encouraged by potential advantages of using computer technology in both 

personal and social life; because it is obvious that each individual learns the computer in a different way.  

Some have a vast amount of training and some just learn by doing. Everybody who knows and uses 

computers have different things they like and use most frequently.  People also have different ways of 

getting what they want from a computer.  Some people like to use shortcuts and do only the basics, and 

others like Lisa try to use everything that is available to them to enhance their learning and performance. 
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Keeping this fact in mind, adult educators might focus on individual interests and choices about using the 

computer technology. By doing that they can get a common sense on which areas adult learners might 

prefer to use the computers. After deciding these interest areas, educators can push adult learners to get 

involved in this technology. 

 

DISCUSSION 
 

Observations supported the claim that Lisa feels comfortable while using computers because of her prior 

experiences, the level of knowledge about computers, and willingness to use computers. It seems apparent 

that her beliefs about the nature of computers are related to her experiences with the computers and the 

computer’s role in this process is limiting.  

 

Lisa believes she has a very positive attitude with computers. She thinks the computer is a continuous 

learning tool, and she accepts it as part of her everyday life. She thinks she achieved a lot of recognition 

from people, both personal and professional, and also enjoys helping problems for people who become 

anxiety-ridden when they cannot get the job done. She thinks that people with little computer experience 

feel anxiety thinking that they cannot learn to use the computers. From Lisa’ and her mom’ case, it can be 

concluded that lack of experience and interest effects adults’ use of computers.   

 

This paper suggests that older adults who find the computer technology beneficial will more likely have 

contact with it, believe in its importance for work or personal use, or believe that they could master it.  

For example, based on her beliefs, Lisa felt that it was necessary to take action to increase her experience 

with software programs and to apply this experience into her job. This awareness has improved her 

confidence in positive way. As said earlier, Lisa had good background on the use of computers, and she 

also liked to use computer with continual use.   

 

It appears that a close examination of the relationship between adult experience and confidence with 

computer is needed for further investigation (Savill-Smith, & Kent, 2003). Further research has to look at 

what factors foster anxiety, lack of confidence, and negative attitudes toward computers (Broady, Chan, 

& Caputi, 2010; Ho& Kuo, 2010). In Lisa’s case, it seemed clear that being unfamiliar with the 

computers leads to hesitation, and this hesitation is clearer among older generations. Despite the 

availability of computers, many adults do not seem familiar with the use of computers. It would appear 

that older adults are not afraid of computers; instead, the older adults' lack of contact and knowledge of 

the potential of computers are coupled with a lack of confidence in their learning abilities, resulting in 

their avoidance of computers and the relevant training. It can strongly affect their confidence and anxiety. 

Therefore, further investigation will be needed on attempts to encourage adults to explore the potential of 

computers need.  
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APPENDIX A 

 

1. Have computer changed the way you lived for the better? 

2. Is computer an important tool in your daily life? 

3. Do you think you have a lot of experience using the computers? 

4. Is it important to you that you work well with the computers? 
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5. Do you agree that the computers have the power to improve your learning in daily life? 

6. Do you feel confident while using the computers? 

7. Do you get easily frustrated when you face a problem while using the computers? 

8. Do you agree that every adult should be able to use computers effectively? 

9. What kind of things can you tell me that facilitate or hinder the use of the computers? 

10. Are you looking forward to using the computers in the future? 

 

APPENDIX B 

 

1. Background information: 

 Where did you get your degree? (High school, college) 

 When did you get your degree? 

 Age? 

 Your previous job experiences? Please list? 

 How often and for what kind of things do you use computers for your job? Please explain. 

2. Compare- contrast: 

 Do you agree that computer technology continues to be dominated by paper and pencil drills? Please 

explain? 

 Do you believe that the use of computers produce much higher achievement than traditional method? If 

yes, in which way? 

 What are the basic differences between paper-pencil method and computer-based method? Please explain. 

 Do you agree that these differences affect your attitude (confidence, anxiety) with computer? 

 Do you agree that computer programs are more reliable to use? Does it affect your confidence? Please 

explain. 

 What would be some problems while you are using computers? 

3. Final Section:  

 Do you believe that you have firm understanding on computer related to your job? Please explain. 

 Can we make a generalization that every adult learn efficiently by computing technology? 

 How about your preparation with computers? Do you follow certain ways to get familiar it, or try to 

understand certain programs? Examples? 

 Does your attitude toward computer affect your achievement? If yes, why? 

 Do you agree that adults are just naturally better than others at computers? Are you that kind of people? 

Example? 

 How high are your expectations regarding computing technology as an adult? Please explain. 

 Do you agree that computing technology support different type of learning styles such as individual 

learning? Please explain. 
 

 


