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1 Target group and prerequisites 

The proposed project is aimed at seniors with absent or dissatisfying previous computer 
experience. There is no prerequistited level of education, as long as person can read and 
write, he or she is eligible to take this course. The required level of motivation is the will of 
the participant to learn how to use computers to communicate and to access information. 
Next step is teaching how to use computers for active content creating and peer 
collaboration.  

In order to take advantage of the knowledge acquired in this course, participants should be 
notified that they will need access to the computer with broadband internet connection – 
either at home, at internet-caffes or at senior clubs. The brand, performance, operating 
system and installed software are irrelevant as long as they can run any contenporary web 
browser (before taking the courese, participants don’t have to understand what a web 
browser is). 

Participants will be taught to use computers at a very high level of independence, however 
certain tasks at the beginning will require assistance from either relavites (at home) or staff 
at public places. Therefore, participants should be encouraged throughtout the course to be 
confident to talk about their venture to their family and peers. 

2 Goals 

The goal of the course is to teach basic computer literacy through a task oriented way. The 
aim is bridge the digital divide between senior citizens and internet-enabled society. Seniors 
are taught gradually from the basic communication skills (e-mail, chat) through working 
with different kinds of documents (text, spreadsheet, image, multimedia) and accessing 
internet content (web browsing, searching, storing information). The next step is to provide 
them with the skills to actively create content and to be e-government aware citizens. 
Background information on why seniors should be “e-government ready” is provided the 
accompanying paper (Regec, 2007). 



Goal is to teach skills that are universally applicable, transferable between different 
environments, computers, operating systems and applications. Thanks to the new methods 
we believe this is not only possible, but also seniors can acquire their skills in a significantly 
faster, more comprehensive and more sustainable way.  

By focusing on communication throughout the course we secure lower fade-out of acquired 
skills and sustainability by focusing on new possibilities of peer support among the group 
even after the course is finished. 

In a more measurable and verifiable manner, teaching areas for this course can be set in 
these points: 

 Basic skills 
o using keyboard and mouse 
o launching web browser 
o understanding what an Internet is 

 Communication 
o Asynchronous way of communication with family and peers (email) 
o Synchronous way of communication with family and peers (chat) 
o Communication as a way of getting (and providing) support 

 Accessing desired information 
o Web browsing and navigation 
o Credibility of sources and safety (telling original content from advertisements, 

informing about spam, scam and phishing) 
o Web search 
o Storing of acquired information and data 
o Sharing acquired information and data with family and peers 

 Creating information 
o Active content creation – working with documents 
o Managing and sharing documents 
o Self presentation in the virtual world (social networks and blogs) 

 E-government 
o Acquiring information from e-government applications 
o Communicating with authorities 

3 Principles of our approach 

The course adopts new trends in education by using “make less” or “teach less” approach. 
Another major characteristic would be “always online”, since all the solutions are bound to 
the web services (we picked Google for that matter).  

3.1 Strictly task oriented 

Thanks to a definite set of goals (and “teaching computers” being NOT one of them) 
everything is narrowed down and concentrated around tasks for which seniors can easily 
find motivation to command them.  

In this course we only do: 

 Teach task that are necessary to achieve given goal and no other 



 Provide information that is essential to perform required task and exactly at the 
point in time when it is essential 

 Teach universally applicable and fully transferable knowledge on a real-life cases of 
the individual student (e.g. if the information or guideline cannot be followed 
natively on another computer – e.g. it is operating system or software dependent, we 
don’t teach it but rather instruct student where to obtain that information in his 
specific case) 

 Teach the ONE –most universal, foolproof (safe) and straightforward way of 
accomplishing the task 

 Teach seniors how to talk about computers, how to ask for help and how to follow 
the lead when they receive one 

In this course we do not: 

 Teach what a computer or operating system is, only theory absolutely necessary to 
accomplish given task is explained 

 Endorse multi-window environment and multitasking – focus on one thing and get it 
done 

 Teach to use specific applications and their versions such as Microsoft Word, Excel, 
etc. 

 Work with bogus data or perform simulations – everything is real, everything has its 
purpose and a measurable goal 

 In fact, we don’t even teach how to turn computer on or off 

The main reason why we decided not to teach turning computers on and off is the fact 
every revision of Windows alters the way of shutting down. With Vista, there are 14 ways 
of logging off, shutting down, entering various stages of sleep, stand by regimes and 
hibernation, all depending on your hardware configuration, preferences and previous 
actions (which means, same button sometimes puts the computer into sleep, restarts it or 
shuts it down). For senior learners, this is confusing, so the only thing we actually teach 
them is pressing the power button. We advise them however, to ask their relatives or staff 
ǿƘŀǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǿŀȅ ƻŦ ǘǳǊƴƛƴƎ ŎƻƳǇǳǘŜǊ ǘƘŜȅΩƭƭ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ with on/off. 

3.2 Utilization of web applications 

When we looked at the given aims (or tasks we wished students should be able to master 
independently) we researched what “senior friendly” solutions are actually available. We 
came to the conclusion that desktop applications are too complex, behave unpredictably, 
are expensive and provide bad user interface for our task oriented approach. Although there 
are free alternatives that are compatible e.g. with Microsoft Office suite, they are not good 
candidates for more reasons:  

 They rarely come pre-installed and students don’t always have required control over 
the computer they will be using to install custom applications 

 Compatibility of these applications is limited; working with imported documents 
produces unpredictable results, saving documents requires further actions in order to 
save them in a compatible format. 

 They suffer from the same weaknesses as the original Office suite – are too complex 
for the required tasks, their user interface is unsuitable and can be easily messed up 
(see below). 

 Stability and quality of open-source applications is in general meets lower standards. 



With this in mind we picked online web services over standard applications because of the 
following reasons: 

 Simplified and solid interface 
o Users cannot accidentally move toolbars and icons around, hide important 

information, split their editing window etc. The accidents tend to be fatal for 
senior users and require assistance from a more experienced person to put 
application back to its original and usable state. 

 Same version for everyone and from every place 
o There is always only one version of the application everybody is using it. This 

makes acquired knowledge transferable and supporting is easier.  

 Integrated communication solutions 
o The main goal is to improve online communication skills and web applications 

tend to have communication and sharing tools built right in 

 Affordability 
o We picked services that are provided for free and when ad supported, this is 

done in a distinctive, unobtrusive way. 

 Transferability 
o Maybe most important key point is, that with our “always online” approach 

users can access all their information and use all their applications in the 
same way regardless on the computer or system they are using. This way 
every computer is like their own and everywhere they come, they are “at 
home”. Without getting into principles of what an operating system is, what a 
folder or storage medium is, they can click and access their data from 
everywhere. 

 Work with documents instead of files, share instead of copy 
o We omitted “file” from our dictionary. Everything is an object subjected to its 

task – a text file, an image, presentation or movie – and nothing gets copied. 
Documents are shared with desired persons or published, but no copies are 
created – we don’t move files, we share content and information. 

3.3 Google Apps 

Currently, Google is the provider of the broadest family of online services out of which many 
are localized into local languages (including Slovak). Starting with simple search, going to 
task oriented email, online Microsoft-compatible text processor, spreadsheets, presentation 
tools and calendar... Most of the functions are seamlessly integrated in a simplified task-
oriented environment which keeps all your online assets together.  

List of currently available Google services suitable in IT training for seniors: 

 Google search 

 Gmail and Gchat (email and instant messaging) 

 Docs and Spreadsheets collaborative online office tools  
o Word compatible text processor 
o Excel compatible Spreadsheet calculator 
o PowerPoint compatible online presentations tool 

 Picasa Web Albums (online photo albums) 

 Reader (RSS reader and easy sharing) 



 Blogger (blogging) 

 Page Creator (creation of simple personal websites) 

 Notebook (note-taking, keeping and sharing excerpts and ideas) 

 YouTube (video sharing) 

 Maps 

 Calendar (calendar and planning, sharing and collaboration) 

There are also other advanced services which can be useful for a senior user, but since our 
course was dealing only with the first four of the listed applications (Search, Mail, Chat, Docs 
and Web Albums) we do not mention the rest of them here. 

Google provides opportunity to access their broad array of services from a single website 
and using a single username and password, which is a great advantage when dealing with 
senior students. The reason we picked Google 
over other online application sets (Thinkfree 
http://www.thinkfree.com/, ZoHo 
http://zoho.com/, Ajax13 
http://us.ajax13.com) is its simplicity, full 
integration with email (can be used to 
directly open attachments from Gmail), unified 
look and feel, sharing functionality 
integrated with contacts stored at Gmail and 
at last but not at least sufficient compatibility 
with Microsoft Office. 

Google applications also lift off another serious trouble to senior users – requirement to save 
and backup. In Gmail as well as in Google Docs, everything is saved automatically along with 
backup versions of every single change they made to the document. Reverting to the 
previous states is not entirely simple task, but it is possible and no information gets lost, 
even if it is accidentally deleted (for instance when user accidentally selects the text in the 
whole document and then overwrite content with a keystroke, Google Docs allow you to 
revert the change even when it gets saved and no undo is available anymore). 

3.4 Every computer is your home computer 

With the integrated set of Google applications, students can have email, documents, 
pictures and videos via single website and a single login. We teach them, that any computer 
is their home computer as long as they can access internet and use a web browser. 
www.gmail.com is the town where they “live”, their login name represents the “number of 
their apartment or house” and password is the “key”. Once they are in, they are at “home”. 
There can do whatever with all their belongings or venture to other places, “cities”, in the 
virtual world of internet. Physical computer is just a gate through which they can “see”. 
Monitor, keyboard and mouse is all that matters (and internet connection) – everything else 
is unimportant. 

One great advantage of this approach is also that it speeds up the learning process. Not only 
by dealing with simpler applications but also by providing them with the same environment 
wherever they go. If they start something in the class and then they come home, they can 
continue exactly at the point where they left off – without the need to copy any files, 

http://www.thinkfree.com/
http://zoho.com/
http://us.ajax13.com/
http://www.gmail.com/


without the worry if the application or operating system is the same version as the one used 
at school. 

4 Procedure 

The course is divided into 6 main topics and a follow up session.  

1. Computer = Internet 

2. Computer as a tool for communication 

3. Computer as a gate to the world of information 

4. Computer as a creative tool 

5. Computer as a source of expert information 

6. Computer as a tool for collaboration 

7. Verification and follow up 

Each topic has a set goals and tasks to be accomplished which are described in more detail 
the chapter 4.2. 

4.1 Theoretical background 

When providing theoretical briefing do not teach what a 
computer is. Our comparative study showed that to 
seniors, it does not matter. The only thing that was 
explained was what the internet is – using single picture 
and the language of analogies as briefly described in the 
previous chapter. 

In our course seniors were also presented with a series of 
pictures showing various types of computers (desktop, 
desktop with an LCD screen, all-in-one computer, laptop) 
and every time they were asked to recognize important 
parts – monitor, keyboard and a mouse (or touchpad). 

4.2 Practical skills 

4.2.1 Computer = Internet 

 Goals 
o Short theoretical briefing (previous chapter) 
o Learning how to interact with computer (using mouse) 
o Learning how to type text – use keyboard 

 Tasks 
o Playing Solitaire 
o Writing text in an editor (Notepad) – the text should be about their motives 

for entering the course and expectations from it 

Process 

It is important to prepare unified working environment for the students. We are not going to 
walk them through powering up and logging into the computer, so everything must be up 



and running before they enter the room (monitors can be covered or turned off during 
theoretical briefing to avoid distraction). 

Desktop should be adjusted to the resolution of 800x600 regardless of the screen type and 
size (unless extremely large wide screen formats are used), screen saver, any sleep modes 
and automatic actions must be disabled.  

Everything should be already set for the first tasks, which is learning to use mouse by playing 
Solitaire. The application window must be maximized, no other icons visible. At this moment 
we are not teaching how to use Start menu, where to find Solitaire icon. We only teach using 
the mouse so all other distractions are eliminated. 

By playing Solitaire we can demonstrate following actions: 

 Moving cursor 

 Clicking 

 Drag and drop 

 Double click 

Also, when students get familiar with the game and the device, we can move on by using the 
menu of the application to alter the preferences of the game. In this menu they can learn 
the basics of the interface and how in interacts: 

 Group of radio buttons 

 Check box 

 Buttons (OK, Cancel) 

Learning to use keyboard is a little bit more complicated but we can start with the real task. 
Teacher’s assistant can help students to close Solitaire application. Under it we should 
already have prepared and launched a Notepad with pre-saved file (again, we are not going 
to teach how to name a file, to which location to save it, etc.). Some welcome text can be 
typed in. 

We are using Notepad because we want to avoid any distraction and focus on the task. We 
don’t need any icons or different text styles in order to learn to effectively type. 

Aim is to use keyboard to write a simple text (not a bogus text, see beginning of the 
chapter). It is important to teach visually – our proved way was to use Windows application 
called On-Screen Keyboard for the demonstration. In this way students could see which keys 
are being “pressed” by the teacher (he is essentially mouse- clicking on them).  

Important things to learn: 

 Typing 

 Typing a capital letter 

 What are LED indicators on the keyboard and how to set them up desired way 

 Correct use of the Enter 

 Typing special characters (especially “@”) 

 Using arrow keys 

 Advanced users can at this time also learn to use Backspace, Delete, Home and End 
(but these will be repeated later anyway) 



At the end of the session students can close the application by clicking on the X and then 
clicking Yes to save it. They leave computers as they are, no attention is paid to the desktop 
or Start button (in case of Windows). 

4.2.2 Computer as a tool for communication 

 Goals 
o Using Gmail application and Google chat 
o Getting familiar with a basic web-browser 

 Tasks 
o Composing an e-mail message (to a relative and to a peer sitting in the room) 
o Sending e-mail 
o Checking inbox, reading and replying to the message 
o Chatting with peers 

Process 

In this section students are again seated at pre-set desktops. A web browser is launched and 
maximized, students are instructed not to pay attention to the buttons or anything outside 
the borders of the main window. This sitting does not require to know how to navigate web 
sites so we will not teach how to go it, yet.  

A Google sign-in page should be already opened for students, however they will click on a 
link leading to registration and fill the form by themselves using the skills they already 
learned. 

During the process students should be taught about security, how to pick the right password 
and how an email address looks like (name@service.domain). It is advised not to force 
seniors into overcomplicated passwords or to passwords with characters which vary in the 
position on different keyboard layouts (for instance Y and Z in interchanged on Slovak and 
English keyboard and since they don’t see the password when they are typing it, we advise 
them not to use words that contain either of the two characters and give them some hint – 
all the names of months and days in Slovak language contain neither Y nor Z). 

After registering students should log in and compose their first email message. Here we can 
see a little bit more featured text editor than Notepad, so we can gradually introduce them 
to some handy icons – especially Undo, Redo or bold. Avoid explaining too much, like using 
colors etc. While cool, they are not being used in email communication anyway. Less is 
more. Focus them on sending rather more of simpler messages then less of complicated 
ones to each other. 

Collect e-mail addresses and names from everyone in the room while they are on their task 
and create a mass email message for them. Then show them how to add recipients to their 
address book. From this point it is only one step to chatting. This is optional, but our 
experiences show and feedback proves, that chat was to most exiting activity. With Google 
Mail, chat is only one step from email and seniors mastered with surprising ease. Opening 
them to chat also opens gates to synchronous communication and peer-to-peer support. 

After the session, students are taught how to log out, but otherwise again, they leave 
computers as they are. The whole time they should be working only with one maximized 
window (Google mail and chat allow this). 

FOLLOWING SECTIONS ARE STILL SUBJECTED TO RESEARCH AND FUTHER DEVELOPMENT 



4.2.3 Computer as a gate to the world of information 

 Goals 
o Understanding web-browser and navigation 
o Getting familiar with simple search 
o Accessing news sites and sites of interest 
o Bookmarking 

Strategy 

At this point, if you haven’t done it already, increase the resolution for users to the more 
standard 1024x768 since most current websites are unusable at lover resolutions. This is also 
the time when students are gradually introduced to the advantages of using more than one 
application window. They naturally, through their own curiosity and with the help from 
assistants and peers, start to use the computer more independently. We show them how to 
launch a web-browser and where to look for it. How to open and close browser window or 
tab, etc. 

When explaining the functionality of a browser, show them screenshots or live examples of 
all available browsers and ask them to identify key elements, which are 

 Address bar 

 Back and forward buttons 

 Reload/Refresh and stop 

 Search bar 

This was they will learn how to start working with any, even previously unseen browser 
because they will know how to find and use core elements. 

There is nothing special that can be said about browsing. At this time, we don’t endorse any 
specific guidelines while we refine our methodology. Bookmarking is a bit of an issue 
because creating and saving bookmarks locally just makes no sense in the scope of this 
project. Online bookmarking tools are not provided by Google, but we can use application 
Google Notebook running in a separate window. It provides  ways of storing information in 
better context than a simple bookmark and to share it with friends on Gmail / Google Chat. 
When working with notebook, it is time to introduce advanced text editing functionality such 
as selecting and copying text etc. 

4.2.4 Computer as a creative tool 

Advantages of using Google Docs for content creation are numerous. The most painless 
introduction to using Google Docs consists or sending an attachment with a Word document 
to every student in the class. By clicking it they can choose to open it in a Google Docs page.  

Many advantages, especially the ones dealing with saving and sharing documents were 
described already in the previous chapters. Here we focused on performing given tasks with 
online Google Doc editor, which was another opportunity to gradually extend student’s 
ability to work with text editor. Focus was put on transferring information between Google 
Docs and Google Mail and between users themselves (showing them how to share 
documents instead of how to copy them). 



4.2.5 Computer as gateway to the e-government 

Every country has its own e-government applications. This section is still under a research. 

4.2.6 Computer as a tool for collaboration 

Except using chat, we did not manage in an available timeframe to extend our activities with 
our groups of seniors into this level.  

 

5 Verification of acquired skills / follow up 

Just as learning, also verification must be task orientated. In our course we used one 
complex final complex practical task and set up a follow up pattern to 3, 6 a 12 months. We 
are measuring level of responsiveness to our requests – from contacting till response. We 
are using this follow-up patterns also to collect feedback and adjust our course for the 
future.   

6 Repeatability, transferability and sustainability 

In our course seniors gain universally applicable skills. They don’t learn things they don’t 
need and they can take advantage of everything they learned from any computer connected 
to the internet. With focus being put on communication and establishing community among 
the group, we gain tools for keeping in touch and we keep the possibility for further 
development and follow up research open. We believe that the percentage of provided and 
comprehended knowledge and well as the ratio of the knowledge acquired vs. used in the 
future is more favorable compared to the traditional courses that are not working with only 
with interned based application and services.  

This project has no requirements aside broadband internet connection and a set of Google 
services available in your language and is therefore easily repeatable. 
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