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SOMMAIRE 

Stratégies d'apprentissage d'adultes inscrits à un cours de logiciel de 
traitement de texte dans un cégep anglophone de Montréal 

Cette recherche porte sur les stratégies d'apprentissage d'adultes inscrits à un 

cours de traitement de texte. Cette recherche s'est déroulée au moyen d'une 

observation et d'une analyse des façons dont ces étudiants ont contrôlé leur 

apprentissage et de la manière dont ils ont utilisé les ressources à leur disposition 

Pour réaliser cette recherche, six adultes inscrits à un cours de 45 heures de 

traitement de texte WordPerfect sur ordinateur personnel ont été interviewés en 

profondeur. De plus, une observation systématique a été menée dans quatorze 

classes différentes. 

Cette recherche a été réalisée dans le cadre du paradigme du constructivisme. Ce 

paradigme invite à concevoir l'apprentissage comme un processus actif dans 

lequel les adultes en apprentissage utilisent les événements et les ressources pour 

construire leurs connaissances et développer leurs habiletés. Le constructivisme 

met l'accent sur l'aspect interprétatif de la nature de l'apprentissage et sur le fait 

que les étudiants participent activement à l'élaboration du sens qui résulte de leurs 

expériences, sens qui les relie au monde extérieur. 



Les résultats one été analysés en fonction de huit thèmes différents : t'aide a 

l'étude, la motivation, le choix de l'idée principale, le traitement de loinformation. 

l'anxiété. les attitudes, l'autocritique et le contrôle de l'apprentissage. 

Cette étude démontre que ces adultes ont employé des moyens fondés sur 

l'exercice de leurs connaissances. Ils ont dû appliquer eux-mêmes les concepts 

reliés à l'apprentissage du traitement de texte en se servant de leur ordinateur pour 

pratiquer, répéter et réviser leur habileté. À ce propos, les adultes ont préféré 

mettre en pratique la méthode succès/échec ; ils n'ont eu recours au livre que pour 

appliquer de nouveaux concepts aux exercices suggérés à la fin de chaque 

chapitre. Ces adultes expliquent aussi que la façon dont ils étabIissent des liens 

entre leurs connaissances se réalise par l'application pratique de concepts 

d'apprentissage du traitement de texte a d'autres applications en dehors du cours 

concerné. 

Cette étude a aussi mis en lumière le fait que ces adultes étaient des étudiants très 

motivés et avaient la conviction que ce cours leur permettrait d'obtenir plus 

facilement un futur emploi. Ces adultes se sont perçus comme des apprenants à la 

fois auditifs et visuels qui préfèrent les instructions directes du professeur. Alors 

que ces adultes ont indiqué leur intention de se tenir au courant des 

développements technologiques et de parfaire leur connaissance du traitement de 

texte, ils ont aussi indiqué que, pour eux, la méthode d'apprentissage préférée 



pour leur formation future demeure la présence personnelle du professeur au 

moment de l'enseignement. 



ABSTRACT 

ADULTS' LEARMNG STRATEGIES IN A 
COMPUTER SOFTWARE LEARNTNG ENVIRONMENT 

This research explored the leaming strategies of adults enroIled in a word- 

processing course. As well, this research inquired into the views these learners 

held of their control of learning and how they employed the available leaming 

resources. The study used a qualitative approach. Two individuai in-depth 

interviews were conducted with six adult leamers enrolled in a 45-hour word- 

processing course learning WordPerfect on individuai personal cornputers. Al1 

fourteen classes were observed. 

Constructivism was selected as the appropnate conceptual h e w o r k  as in this 

approach learning is seen as a constructive process in which learners use events 

and resources to extract learning. Const-ctivism emphasizes the interpretive 

nature of learning in which learners actively participate in and abstract meaning 

fiom their experience and relate this meaning to the outside world. 

Findings are organized around eight themes of study aids, motivation, selecting 

the main ide* information processing, anxiety, attitudes, self-testing, and control 

in leamhg. Thick descriptions are used to provide examples of each theme. 



This study found that these adults used strategies that enabled them to rehearse 

their knowledge by applying word-processing concepts in a handssn manner 

using the computer to practice. to repeat, and to review their skilis. In this regard 

the adults preferred to use a trial-and-error approach to learning and used 1earnir.g 

aids such as the textbook mainly to apply new concepts to the exercises provided 

at the end of each chapter. These adults also indicated that the way in which they 

built connections in their knowledge was tfuough practicai application of word- 

processing concepts to other applications beyond those included in this course. 

This also study found that these adults were highly motivated leamers who 

believed that this word-processing course would bring them closer to their goal of 

fiiture employment. These adults described themselves as aura1 and visual 

learners. They preferred direct instruction fiom the teacher. While these aduits 

indicated their intentions to remain technologically current and to increase their 

knowledge of word processing, they also indicated their preference for direct 

instruction in future learning. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Today's technological age is seen by some as an avalanche which provides a wide 

range of options (Lewis, 1988). Arnong these options, the personai computer is 

considered the most significant new product of this technological tirne. While the 

computer itself is not new, the invention of miniaturized circuits has led to a 

decrease in size and an increase in speed. Combined, these new innovations have 

resulted in a significant decrease in cost of computers and have heiped to put 

personal computers within the reach of millions of people. The nearIy universal 

adoption of the personai computer is witnessed in many areas of society including 

that of education. 

Personal computers are now k ing  employed by instructors and leamers alike as 

teaching machines to help individuals leam new material, as learning tools to 

promote the formation of new ideas, and as learning resources to access 

information (Heermann, 1986). One of the most widely used computer software 

involves word processing. Within the general population word processing was 

reported as the second most employed method of using a computer (63%) 

preceded only by the use of games (73%) (Lowe, 1990). As such, word 

processing is described as an indispensable tool. Arnong workers, one in three 

reported using a word processing software for an average of about 16 hours a 

week (Lowe, 1991). 
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Cornputers are now designed and marketed on the assumption that usen cm teach 

themselves how to use a new software (Briggs, 1990). Yet as a result of years of 

teacher-directed education, some adult leamers may have difficulty doing so. 

Even with pervious computer experience, these leamers may not be able to form 

the right quenes. or their knowledge of one piece of software may not guarantee 

mastery of a new one. Written explanations do not always improve their 

performance on computer-based software tasks (Beard. 1993; Briggs, 1 990). 

Today. adults learners are participating in education in ever increasing numbers 

and fiequency (lowe. 199 1). Many reasons motivate adults leamers to return to 

the classroom to acquire knowledge of computer software. Birren and WoodrufT 

(1 973) cite the following motives: (a) as the rate of technology continues to 

accelerate. individuals c m  no longer be prepared for an entire life by education 

acquired in the early years: (b) the demand for workers with knowledge of 

computer software could provide access to careers for women; (c) jobs are shorter 

lived than in the past and newer jobs often require knowledge of computer 

software. For these reasons many adult leamers approach their leaming with a 

problem-centered orientation (Knowles, 1980). 

Adulthood is described as the most significant as well as the longest stage of life 

(Long and Hiemstra, 1980). When adult leamers elect to participate in a formal 

leaming environment, they bring with them an accumulation of experience, and 
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these previous experiences can serve as a rich resource for learning (Knowles, 

1980). As unique individuais, adults have acquired certain ways of responding to 

their experiences (Gerver, 1984). A pivotal aspect of learning is the way that 

Iearners perceive their own leamhg experiences as unique and individual (Kidd. 

1973). 

Given the increasing number of adult learners as well as the growth in computers 

and computer software, it is important to gain a greater understanding of how 

adults leam to use computers and computer software. This research explores how 

adults, attending a word processing course in a classroom environment, learn that 

computer soAware. Specifically, this study examines the strategies adults employ. 

explores how these adults perceive their control in learning and inquires into those 

resources which addts employ when learning a word processing software. 

The remainder of this thesis is organized as follows. Chapter 1 introduces the 

research subject and m e r  describes the problem around which this research is 

focused. This study is explores the strategies that adults use to leam word 

processing; the views these learners hold of their control in leaming; and how they 

ernploy the available leaniing resources. The conceptual framework portion of 

this chapter explores the theoretical basis for this research. ùi this study 

consû-uctivism is considered to be the appropriate fiamework as, in its essence, 

constructivism is concemed with how people make sense of their ever-changing 
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experiences. Chapter 1 also explains the specific objectives of this research. This 

qualitative study is designed to explore the views of a group of adult learners and 

to present their views of how. in a word processing computer software course, 

they learn both with technology and about the technology. The last section of 

Chapter 1 presents background literature in the areas related to adults and 

computer technofogy. More ~pecifically~ empirical studies have been examined 

and synthesized into seved main areas related to learning and technology and 

include: expenence: anxiety and attitudes; teaching and learning approaches: and 

instructionai aids. To assist readers in relating to these studies Appendix F 

provides a table format of al1 studies included in the review of literature. 

Chapter 2 discusses the overall design of the study. Each of five sections 

ex plains the research method, the sampling rnethod used. the researc h 

instruments, the way in which data was collected and procedure used in the data 

analysis. This study employed a qualitative methodoloy. in this respect the snidy 

probed the understandings and the particular constructions of the participants and 

did not attempt to generalize findhgs to a larger population. A qualitative 

methodology sought to draw meaning fiom the processes and perceptions of the 

study participants. The third section of C hapter 2 describes the two research 

instruments used in this study: observation and interviews. In this study dl 

classes of one word processing course were observed. As well, two separate in- 

depth interviews were conducted with six adult leamers. The final two parts of 
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Chapter 2 provides details on the way in wbich data was collected and the 

procedure used to analyze and determine the eight themes within the data. 

Chapter 3 presents the findings in the data and presents them in relation to the 

eight relevant themes. Discussion of each theme is preceded by a brief review of 

how participants in this study Iearn word processing in relation to the findings 

discussed wi thin each theme. This section includes thick descriptions, that is 

participants' own statements to assist in depicting each theme. The final section 

in Chapter 3 provides a summary of the findings, as they relate to each theme. 

Chapter 4 provides a discussion of related literature and relates each of the eight 

themes in the findings to the Iiterature. 

The final cbapter summarizes the study and provides an overall view of the 

findings in this study as well as the link between this research and the conceptual 

h e w o r k .  This thesis concludes with several appendices including the i n t e ~ e w  

schedule and the contact summary form used in gathering the data. a participant 

consent form, two letters of introduction, and a swnmary of the empirical 

computer studies. 



CHAPTER 1 - RESEARCH SUBJECT 

1.1 The Problem 

The kinds and complexity of computer software have been increasing rapidly over 

the past decade and this trend shows no signs of reversal (Robertson, Stephens & 

Company, 1993). Each year thousands of adults enroll in computer software 

courses including word processing courses. For the first time in history our society 

is evolving to an adult oriented society as compared with a youth oriented society 

(Cross, 198 1 ; Merriam and Cafarella, 1 99 1). In this emerging scheme more adults 

than ever wiII require knowledge of computer software to keep Pace with 

technology. Instruction in using computer software cm assist leamers in defining 

problems, designhg solutions, debugging errors, and producing results. 

When adult leamers eiect to participate in a formal learning environment. they 

bring with them their acquired ways of responding to expenences. Addt  Iearners 

are therefore likely to employ different leaming strategies and they may well have 

particular views of their control of learning. Leaming strategy research focuses on 

how people mentally process information and construct knowledge in memory. 

Learning strategies descnbe a number of processes, actions, and various mental 

operations intended to assist, infiuence and facilitate l e h g  (Conti and Fellenz 

1 99 1 ; Dansereau, 1985; Weinstein and Underwood, 1985). Included in these 

processes are cognitive and metacognitive strategies such as organizing, selecting 

and elaborating new information, as well as performance monitoring to detect 
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discrepancies between known and new information (Weinstein and Undenvood, 

1985; McCombs, 1988). Research on leaming fiom witten text shows that 

leamen use various cognitive strategies to se lec~ organize, integrate. and 

remember information. Research also shows that the arnount, the kind, and the 

way in which learners use these various cognitive strategies may vary among 

learners (Campione and Armbnister. 1986: McCombs, 1988; Olgren, 1993; 

Weinstein and Mayer, 1986). 

The degree of control assumed by learners will be influenced by various factors 

inc luding the leamen' cognitive and metacognitive learning strategies (Garrison. 

1993). Garrison defmes conaol "as the opportunity and ability to influence 

educationai decisions" (Garrison, 1993, p. 30). Control in learning can be viewed 

from two perspectives-extemal and internai (Candy, 199 1 ; G h s o n ,  1 993 : Pratt. 

1988). Garrison (1 993) provides the foilowing description of extemal and interna1 

Iearner control. External control involves management fhctions and focuses on 

those issues which are situationaily variable. hcluded in these issues are the 

pIanning, management, and evaluation of education. According to Pratt (1 988) 

adults Vary considerably in their desire, ability and readiness to exert control over 

these functions. Pratt also points out that situational variables depict impermanent 

states and are dependent on adult leamers' cornmitment and cornpetence at a 

given point in tirne. Interna1 control relates to the means of the learners to 

construct meaning. The degree of intemal control assumed by leamers will be 
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influenced by leamers' intellectual abilities, attitudes and dispositions as well as 

specific metacognitive learning strategies. Thus intemal control is concemed with 

a learner's process of critical reflection and the leamer's "interna1 change of 

consciousness" (Garrison, 1989, p.58; see Garrison, 1993). As such, this intemal 

learner control is comprised of both "a cognitive process and a predisposition to 

accept responsibility for learning" (Garrison 1993, p.34). As a CO-&ive process, 

interna1 control is a private process and the responsibility of the learner. 

Responsibility irnplies that leamers have to be actively involved in their learning 

to create meaning through critical anaiysis and integration of new ideas and 

information. When learners assume responsibility for their learning they ais0 

assume ownership of that function. Gaison  cautions that while learners are 

ultimately responsible for their learning, the predisposition for responsible 

learning may be influenced by others through discussion and experience. 

According to Candy (1 99 2 ,  p.2 1 1) "The major determinant of learner-control is 

the learner's subjective understandings and feelings of potency." Much of the 

research which has been conducted on leamer control "...is fiom a teacher- 

dominant perspective, and comparatively little research has k e n  conducted on the 

issue of learner-control frorn the perspective of the leamen themselves." (Candy. 

199 1, p.204). Cross (1 98 1) points out that M e  is known about how adult 

Iearners actually use various resources in their leaming projects and how they 

view themselves in their learning. In the domain of cornputer software, little 
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research has been conducted which deals with how cornputer concepts are 

acquired and used. 

Nor have computer software educators conducted much research into the leaming 

strategies of adults in the natural setting of a computer classroorn (Kay. l992a). 

Adults will continue to require instruction in computer software and many of 

these leaming experiences will continue to take place in a classroom environment. 

This research will explore how adults attending a word processing course in a 

classroom environment learn that cornputer software. Specifically. this study will 

examine the strategies adults employ, explore how these adults perceive their 

control in leaming, and inquire into which resources these adults employ when 

learning a word processing software. It is proposed that examining this learning 

experience from adult lemers' perspectives will provide insights into adult 

learners' views of their leaming strategies when leaming a word processing 

computer software, how they employ their learning strategies, how these adult 

learners view controI in learning and which resources adult learners consider 

beneficial to their learning. These perspectives, in turn, may provide both 

leamers and instmctors with a greater understanding of the computer software 

leaming process and may also assist those responsible for curriculum planning 

and course structure and implementation. 
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The following section examines the conceptual fkunework selected for this study. 

1.2 Conce~tual Framework 

in a research study, the conceptual fiamework explains the principal dimensions 

being studied and the presumed relationships among thern (Miles & Huberman. 

1994). For readers, the conceptual fiamework serves as a fiame of reference and 

permits them to study the findings based on the same h e w o r k .  Rather than 

binding the study. the conceptuai framework guides it, leaving the research open 

for discoveries. 

1.2.1 Constnictivism This research is concerned with addt leamers and their 

view of their learning strategies when learning of a computer software' how they 

perceive their control in learning and how they employ the available resources in 

this process. Several fiameworks could be applied to this study. For example. a 

cognitive fiamework, which stresses the acquisition of facts and procedures that 

can be retained and later utilized through application, could be empioyed. 

However, a constructivist framework is seen as the preferred framework as it 

expands on the previous framework in two categories. First, in a constmctivist 

framework. learning is seen as a constructive process in which the learner uses 

events and resources from which leaming c m  be extracted. The second category 

emphasizes the interpretive nature of learning in which learners, through an active 

effort, abstract meaning fkom their experience and relate this meaning to the 



outside world (Candy, 199 1 ; Cunningham, 1 99 1 ; Perkins, 1 99 1). Thus. in a 

constnictivist paradigm, knowledge is considered to have shifted fiom an extemal 

body of facts to be mastered to an intemal construction in which learners propose 

meaning and significance on events and ideas. 

The basic concern of constmctivism is how people make sense of the perplexing 

variety and constantly changing texture of their experience. Constructivists 

acknowledge various components of this framework including the multi-faceted 

cluster of perspectives that de@ categorization of a single theory. Thus a 

constructivist framework can be viewed as one in which there is considerable 

variability (Guba and Lincoln, 1985; see Denzin and Lincoln, 1994). However. in 

its essence, constmctivism is concemed with how people make sense of their 

ever- changing experiences (Candy, 1991 ; Perkins, Z 99 1). 

In the field of education, constmctivism is concerned with how leamers construe 

or interpret events and ideas and how they construct, build, and assemble 

structures of meanings. This interplay between constming and constructing is at 

the heart of a constructivist approach to education. 

1 -2.2 S~ecific Domains of Constructivism 

Candy (1 99 1 ) presents three key domains of constructivisrn within education 

which include constnictivist views of learners, constructivist views of knowledge, 
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and constructivism in leaming. While presented separately, Candy notes that 

these three elements are intrinsically linked and interdependent of one another. 

Individuals are portrayed as self-interpreting persons whose attributes include the 

drive to relate to others and to continuaily attempt to make sense of their 

experiences. While this self-tonstructing aspect denotes a degree of autonorny, 

this autonomy may vary by individual, given their individual personal 

charactenstics, and by context, given the environmental circumstances of the 

moment. As individuals, lemers acquire their own set of personai constmcts 

through which educational experiences are constantly sifted. While these 

constmcts are in tum altered by new experiences, they form the basic structure 

which filters al1 new leamîng. 

While accepting extemal realities, constructivism notes that knowledge is not just 

simple copying or replicating ( D u e  and Jonassen, 1992). In constructivist terms. 

knowledge is constnicted by the learner through a process of developing 

representations that fit rather than match externai realities. To arrive at such a fit, 

lemers, through their individual experiences, come to know reality 

(Cunningham, 1 99 1 ). Thus learners c m  come to know their own reality on1 y b y 

acting on it. 
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Learning is therefore seen as an active process through which the learner deduces 

knowledge (Duffy and Jonassen? 1992). This knowledge must be acquired by the 

individual and it is seen as the responsibility of the learner to not only engage in 

active participation of leaniing, but also to develop interna1 schemes to constnie 

or interpret events, ideas, or circurnstances. At times d l  learners may take in 

some information passively; however, the constructivist perspective suegests that 

even this information must be mentally acted upon to have meaning for the learner 

(Brooks and Brooks, 1993). 

While knowledge construction is a private intemal function, some aspects of adult 

learners' knowledge result fiom the social interaction with others (Bednar et al.. 

1 992; Candy, 199 1 ; Jonassen, 1994). Savery and Duf@ (1 995) view the social 

environment as criticai to individual understanding and knowledge construction. 

On an individual level, social interaction encourages learners to test their 

understandings and to express alternate views which challenge existing ones and 

which may stimulate new leaniing. Because al1 constructions are not equdly 

viable, the social environment serves as the stage where learners exchange views 

and information and against which they may test their own understandings and 

build knowledge compatible with those understandings. 

Adult learners bring a rich repertoire of previous experiences to the classroom. 

As no two people have had identical experiences, adult leamers in tum place their 
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personal constructions on leaming situations. Consmictivism, which recognizes 

the highly individualistic nature of how people undertake leaming endeavours 

while recognizing the shared nature of leaming, will be used in this study to 

portray the experïences of leaming a word processing software fkom adult 

leamers' perspectives. 

1 -3 Research obiectives 

The research objectives in this thesis stem fiom several areas including the 

research questions, the concepnial framework, the research literature and the 

previous teaching experience of this researcher. Personal computers are employed 

by instructors and learners alike as teaching machines to help individuals learn 

new materiai. as leaming tools to promote the formation of new ideas and as 

leaming resources to access information. in this sense it can be said that these 

areas of computers are being used to assist learners to l e m  "with" the computer 

(Heermann, 1986). Other areas in literature focus on the computer to instruct 

leamers in areas which deal with the technical areas of computers including 

computer programming and computer languages. In these areas computers are 

used to teach learners "about" computers. In a word processing software 

classroom leamers can be seen to be involved in both the "with" and "about" 

components of computers since using a word processing software comprises both 

the functions of that sofbare and knowledge of how to operate peripherds such 

as printers and disks. 
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As an instructor of technology this researcher has acquired twenty years of 

practical experience working with adult leamers. This experience has k e n  

acquired throughout a career which includes various positions at a international 

cornputer organization, interirn consulting positions in industry, and ten years as 

an instmctor at a CEGEP. Al1 of these positions included working with and 

instructing aduh leamers. As 1 observed these adults working 1 often wondered 

why certain events occur. For exarnple, why does one learner hesitate a long time 

before proceeding with a fùnction? Why does a second learner not remember a 

concept, when yesterday al1 appeared fine? Why is a third learner having a 

difficult time with one step when the previous three did not cause concern? How 

can I help these learners with these dificulties? It is questions like these that led 

me to this research. 

The purpose of this research is therefore to explore, fiom the perspective of adult 

learners, in word processing course held in a classroom (a) the learning strategies 

of these adult learners and which strategies they find most useful in their leaming 

of a word processing software; @) their views of their control of learning; and, (c) 

which leaniing resources these adult learners prefer to use and how these 

resources assist them in their learning of a word processing software. 



1 -4 Review of literature 

The following review of literature will present and synthesize empirical studies in 

five main areas which relate to the learning of computers: attitudes; experience; 

teaching approaches; learning approaches; and instructional aids. These areas are 

reflective of the main themes related to the studies presented. Although adult 

learners are of principal concern, several studies dealing with high school learners 

have been included for two main reasons: 1) it was felt these studies contributed 

to an understanding of some aspects not covered in studies dealing with adult 

learners including the self-perceptions of leamers in relation to the degree of 

success they experience in computer courses and the reasons learners attribute for 

their proficiency; 2) these studies provide insights on teaching and leaming 

approaches including the effect of using computers to assist with the learning of 

other subject rnatters as well as a cornparison between learning in a computer 

based environment and a traditional classroom. While no studies were found 

which dealt specificaily with adults' learning strategies or of their perceived 

control of these strategies in computer software courses, several studies are 

included dealing with leaming a computer software in contexts such as self- 

described experiences and think-aloud protocols. 

To assist in examining these areas the ERIC data bank was explored to conduct 

literature search on the topic. Miles and Huberman (1994) recommend the use of 



17 

data displays to visually present information. To this end, those studies referred to 

in this section are summarized in Appendix F. 

The following sub-sections inciude information gathered through the readings 

done on the research topic. The aim is to explore the selection of readings for 

relevance to adult leamers and the leaming of a computer software. More 

specifically this review will: a) identiQ the role of adults' previous computer 

experience; b) examine how adult leamers' attitudes toward technology and 

possible anxieties may effect their leaming of a computer software; c) establish 

the various contexts of instruction available to lemers; and, d) distinguish 

different learning resources such as manuals and buiit-in help files available to 

leamers and the role of these resources in the context of learning a computer 

software. 

1 -4.1 Previous exmrience Various experiences with technology may corne into 

the minds of inexperienced computer users as they approach their first encounter 

with a computer software. While some users have had experience with newer 

technologies, others may have actively avoided using them (Russell, 1995). 

Morris (1 994) noted that a key ingredient for adults, especially older adults, in 

successful leaming of a computer software is a positive initial experience with a 

computer to combat potential technological aiienation. Findings of researchers 

related to previous computer experiences indicate that among adults of al1 ages, 
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previous computer related expenences were positive ones (Hunt and Boiin, 1993; 

Lewis, 1988; Morris, 1994). Among those persons with computer experience the 

vast majority of those experiences were reported as centered in the area of word 

processing and recreation (Hunt and Bolin, 1993). Findings M e r  reveal that 

word processing software had the greatest variance in terms of experiences among 

participants. While nearly 40% of the 5 18 participants indicated more than thirty 

esperiences with a word processing software, almost haif had ten or fewer 

expenences with word processing. Thus, learners in word processing computer 

software class may encompass a great variability of previous knowledge and 

experience. A study where participants were categorized by their level of 

previous knowledge of word processing (some word processing; business 

students; and word processing instnictors), and in which participants were 

pemitted to ask any number of questions before completing a letter, revealed that 

overall participants did not ask many questions (Briggs, 1990). Those questions 

which were asked tended to center on visible features, such as printing and 

margins, as compared to hidden or unseen fimctions such as formatting codes. 

Results m e r  reveal that diversity of experience, rather than extent of 

experience, may provide a greater ability to formulate and verbalize questions 

about what is not known. Another study, employing a similar questiodresponse 

pro toc0 1, investigated participants' progress in learning a spreadsheet software 

(Kay. lW2b). Previous experience of participants was classified as fdling into 

several categories including mathematical and programrning knowledge, typing 
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s kill, and the number of computer software learned previously . While knowledge 

of other cornputer software was predicted to be an advantage, findings proved 

contrary to the hypothesis. Those participants with the greatest nurnber of 

previously learned computer software and with previous knowledge of 

mathematics and computer programming also experienced more difficulties with a 

number of basic software operations Thus, it rnay be that previous knowledge 

rnay precipitate learners to question numerous possibilities when ruling out 

potential causes of problems. 

Results of these studies hold some important implications. It rnay be that while 

learners have extensive experience with a single computer software, this 

knowledge rnay not ensure they are capable of exploiting a new software fully. 

Findings which reference learners' farniliarity of multiple software or knowledge 

of mathematics or computer programrning are less clear. While a farniliarity of 

multiple software rnay provide learners with an overall informed perspective. this 

diversity rnay better prepare learners to ask questions. On the other hand, 

previous knowledge of computer software rnay also precipitate more questioning 

by leamers, as compared to learners with little knowledge who possess a smaller 

repertoire of possible errors to check. While those learners with previous 

knowledge of mathematics and computer programming c m  recruit this knowledge 

to help them solve problems, this same knowledge can also interfere with more 

eficient ways. In Kay's study, participants' extensive background knowledge of 
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mathematics and computer programming prompted them to use a 

mathematical/programming problem solving approach. in a computer soAware 

environment this approach rnay prove to be a t h e  consuming and effortful 

exercise when performing relatively straightfonvard tasks. 

n e s e  findings rnay aiso hold implications for educational settings which provide 

computer software instruction. Some introductory computer courses rnay provide 

very highly specific and non-generalizable skills, however. many educational 

programs are based on the assumption that what is taught in the classroom will 

transfer to new situations (Beard, 1993). Nevertheiess, experience alone may not 

be enough to give learners an understanding of the principles which govem the 

tasks they perform. Learners rnay be competent, and yet still unaware of the 

important variables making up a task. According to Briggs (1990), users rnay 

develop an implicit understanding of the task, without an explicit understanding 

of the concepts. In other words, while learners rnay be able to perforrn a task they 

rnay not have reached a point where they are able to fully describe reasons for 

their actions. 

Some studies show that the ability to keyboard enables learners to concentrate on 

the task at hand and is the cause of motivation (Stoler, 1984; Wetzel, 1985). 

Kay's (1 992b) research, on the other hand, reveals that while keyboarding by itself 

rnay be important to enter information, speed rnay not be especially helpful when 
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leaming a new software. Thus, a slower Pace may prove more effective, allowing 

learners to observe the effect of their keystrokes. 

1-42 Attitudes Today some adults may have become familiar with computers 

during their formative years and rnay therefore be more able to view computers as 

a necessary and familiar part of their lives. Ottier aduits? while acknowledging the 

value of computers and technology, may be less eager to become involved with 

computer in a hands-on rnanner (Baack et al., 199 1 ). Adults, particularly older 

aduIts. need to maintain control over their lives in order to avoid feeling helpless. 

Thus. the more technology appears to lessen an adult's feeling of personal control 

or cornpetence, attitudes toward such technolow may be more apt to be negative. 

Studies examining adult leamers' cornputer attitudes have produced mixed 

results. Severai studies (Massoud, 199 1 ; Raban, 1988) found no signîficant 

difference in computer attitudes within age groups of the learners. Massoud's 

inventory survey involved 252 basic education students ranging in age fiom 16 to 

over 45, and while it found that adult basic education students as a whole have 

fairly positive attitudes toward computers, it also found that males have more 

positive attitudes than fernales. Raban's self-report inventory study explored the 

relationship between cornputer attitudes and achievement. Seventy-nine 

undergraduates at a large public university participated in either tutorial based 

instruction or in guided exploration instruction. Results of this study found that 

the attitudes toward computers had no effect on leaming outcornes. 
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In another study of adults with no previous computer knowledge Zandri and 

Charness (1989) found that adults' attitudes tend to be more negative with 

increasing age. in this study, two groups were categorized by age (20-39 years) 

and (58-84 years). Attitudes of participants were measured at the start of 

instruction as well as at the end. Findings reveal that while attitudes of al1 

participants ixnprovedS the overall attitudes of older participants were less positive 

than the younger group. Participants were either partnered with another 

participant or worked alone. Among the four groups (older, younger 1 individual. 

partnered) only the attitudes of the older participants working alone, decreased. 

Thus, the social support provided fiom learning in small groups may prove more 

effective for al1 learners and may prove especially beneficial to older learners- 

Zandri and Charness point out that while the older group required more time to 

complete the instruction, their study found ail adults capable of learning 

effectiveIy, when instruction is structured to the needs of individuals. Zandri and 

Charness also found that across age groups, positive attitudes were related to 

higher test scores, less time required to complete instruction, and fewer requests 

for assistance. However, it should be noted that in this study, while attitudes were 

related to performance, it was not clear which was the cause and which was the 

effect. 

When comparing attitudes and performance of traditional college students with re- 

entry adult leamers, Klein (1993) found that the re-entry students (leamers aged 
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over 25 or over who have k e n  away fiom forma1 education for three or more 

years) had more positive attitudes toward learning about computers. According to 

Klein these findings lend support to the notion that re-entry students have greater 

confidence and somewhat more interest in leaming about computers than do 

traditional leamers. Among high-school lemers, Dunide11 (1 995) found that 

while young leamers start off with positive views about computer technology. 

they become less positively disposed towards technology during their hi&-school 

years. Dumdeil's study found that positive attitudes were highest among the fim- 

year students. A closer look shows that the boys are more positively disposed at 

al1 three levels (first, third, fifth) years of hi& school. In general, boys were 

found to make greater use of computers than girls. both in and out of schoo1. Two 

exceptions should be noted. The first is that the use of commercial games at 

school showed no significant gender difference. The second regards the girls' use 

of word processing computer s o h a r e  outside of school. It may be that the 

recreational aspects of computer garnes appeals equally to both genders. Games 

may be a way of generating an interest in computers for both genders. Using a 

computer outside of school may also c o n f i  that once girls recognize the 

usefûlness of computers they continue to make use of this technology. While this 

study does not specifically answer the question why female high school students 

corne to have less positive attitudes towards computers, it does reveal that the 

girls found computers less attractive than did the boys. This may partialIy explain 

the drop in attitudes arnong fernales in their fi& year, possibly as a result of less 



24 

involvement with computers and more interest in other areas. It rnay also be that 

females believe, that as a gender. they are less able than males when dealing with 

computers, which in tm, rnay lead to less positive attitudes towards computers. 

1.4.3 Anxietv Anxiety is one of the most common teaching and learning issues 

involved in acquiring computer knowledge (Mnik, 1983). Cornputer anxiety is 

related to the fear of using the hardware and negative thoughts by an individual 

(Russell. 1995). Computer anxious persons rnay find the technological processes 

intrusive and need to overcome their fear before the technology can become 

invisible and allow learners to make effective use of the software (Lewis, 1988; 

Russell. 1 995). This fear rnay be more relevant to adult learners who, in other 

domains. rnay be seen as experts in their fields. These adults rnay feel more 

threatened when leaming computer software, especially in group situations, where 

the potential for embarrassrnent is greater ( M d ,  1984). The most acute concerns 

of novice computer learners appear to focus on judgments that instructors or peers 

rnay make of them. New users rnay feel stupid for having to ask questions and 

refer to manuals (Bloom, 1985). 

Hunt and Bolin (1993) hypothesized, based on their previous classroom teaching 

experiences, that the leamers who would exhibit high anxiety toward computer 

use wouid be older learners. Results of their study proved contrary to their 

hypothesis and rnay indicate that there rnay be a greater variance in older learner 



anxiety towards using computers. Those adults who reported extensive 

experience with computer software corresponded with those with lower anxiety 

scores. As well, those adults with previous computer experiences correlated with 

those with positive attitudes towards using computers. These relationships would 

indicate that these previous experiences were likely positive ones in which 

learners felt a sense of accomplishment. At the same tirne, these results reinforce 

the need for a positive initial computer experience in order to combat alienation 

towards computer technology (Morris. 1994). 

Several studies were conducted with adult basic education learners which 

determined learner anxiety towards computers (Lewis, 1988: Massoud. 199 1 ). 

Basic adult education learners are representative of low literate adults and are 

ofien characterized as having low self-concepts and negative educational 

expenences. Results of both studies show that overall these learners felt 

positively disposed towards computers and appeared to feel linle threat from this 

form of technology. It may be that basic adult education learners view computers 

as an enhancement to their learning and a way of increasing their entry into the 

field of technology. As well, computerized assisted instruction affords these 

learners the opportunity to interact with technology on a private and individual 

basis while increasing their literacy skills. 
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Russell (1 995) conducted a 4-year study of more than 200 teachers who were 

introduced to e-mail. Each group of 8 teachen (novice e-mail usea) was 

provided instruction during a 3-week course. Findings revealed that learners 

passed through six stages as the technology and process of e-mail changed fiom 

being intrusive to becoming invisible. Russell proposes that if learners identifi 

with the process of passing through stages they are better equipped to ded with 

initial k t r a t i o n s  and view these as steps towards mastery and increasing 

cornpetence. Two important points can be drawn from this study. The rate at 

which an individual learner may take with each stage may vary. Learners with 

previous cornputer experience may already possess an individual mode1 which 

rnay be applied to new situations. The second important finding is that Russell's 

study is based on introducing learners. in this case teachers, to a tool. in this case 

e-mail, for the purpose of communicating with children (their potential students). 

When learners become involved in "real" experiences of e-mail. frustrations and 

negative reactions can be displaced by the sense of accomplishment which results 

from a positive experience. 

1.4.4 Ape The terrn "adult" may differ by definition. Cross (1 98 1) and Mnik 

(1 987) define an adult as someone hventy-five years or older. Similarity the 

definition of an oIder adult varies. Elias et al. (1987) base their defuiition of an 

older adult leamer as those over 40; Zandri and Chmess  (1 989) d e h e  "older" as 

those over 58; and, Twitchell et al. (1996) base their definition of an older adult 
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on those over 40. Studies comparing younger and older adults leaming a word 

processing s o b a r e  found that as age increased, the questioning of the instnictor. 

concem with the equipment, interest in training procedures. and time required by 

learners to complete the training also increased (Elias. 1987; Zandri and Charness. 

1989). Twitchell reports that the rate at which older aduits process information 

and transfer it to long-term memory is slower than that of younger adults. 

While adults in general rnay experience anxiety or bewilderment when faced with 

newer computer applications, older adults are more likely to have received little. if 

any. fonnal instruction in how computen work and how to use them (Gattiker, 

199 1 ). Furthemore, older leamers may see a weak l i n .  between improving 

current computer software knowledge or learning new ones and obtaining rewards 

and therefore, may have less incentive to upgrade their knowledge of computer 

software. James et d.'s (1996) study of 12 older learners with little or no 

previous computer experience involved leaming to use a word processing 

software to enable participants to record personal life histones. While median age 

was not determined, the youngest participant was 56 and the oldest. 83. Al1 of the 

participants gained suficient abilities to use the word processing software to 

create, edit, print, Save and retrieve documents. Benefits cited and ranked by the 

participants include social aspects (being part of a similar group of older adult 

learners); self-fulfilment (feelings of achievement); and, aspects specific to the 

course (usefuiness of cornputers). Difficulties, as seen by the researchers, include 
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time to complete instruction wtiich fa11 into several areas: hesitancy, and repeated 

rnistakes. James et al. found that participants demonstrated uncertainty when 

returning to computer class, following a gap of some days. Mistakes made by 

participants were very fiequent, but these repeated rnistakes centered around 

typographical errors. While some adults would wait for assistance, when 

cornputers were available for independent work these same adults were able to 

proceed on their own. The most fiequent behavior noted by researchers was that 

these lemers sought assistance of their peers or from instructors before looking 

for information in the manual and they rarely used the on-line help fùnction. It is 

important to note that in James study, the link to obtaining rewards with 

increasing cornputer software knowledge was the purpose for which the 

instruction was offered. Older adults ofien consider creating a journal of their 

lives or that of their ancestors. A word processing course offered these adults a 

means to achieve this objective while simultaneously providing them with 

instruction in a computer software. 

In a report reviewing 12 computer-assisted instruction programs in adult basic and 

secon- education Rachai (1 993) found that while age was treated in different 

ways. The general conclusion was that age was not a factor in achievement, and 

when it was, age tended to favour the older adults. Generally, the methods 

employed in cornputer-assisted instruction, as compared to non-computer assisted 

methods, promote privacy, feedback, and the opportunity to Pace instruction. 
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Privacy pennits learners to make errors fiee of embarrassrnent in fiont of a group 

of lemers; the computer does not draw conclusions or pass judgment and permits 

learners the opportunity to repeat lessons as requïred. Leamers are therefore able 

to restart a segment which is troublesome to them. As well, learners can r e m  to 

instructional segments which they are uncertain of without delaying others or 

remaining at the same lesson while they wait for others. Benefits cited by leamers 

of al1 ages include leaming more and learning the matenal faster. 

Other studies comparing re-entry adult learners with traditional college leamers 

confirmed that older groups of adults demonstrated greater confidence and 

somewhat more interest in iearning about computers in a practical manner through 

instruction of a computer software (Klein et al., 1993; M d ,  1987). Regardless 

the various types of studies or their content, the above studies share in their view 

that age in not a factor to be considered, as al1 adult learners are considered to be 

capable of learning and using computers and computer software. 

1.4.5 Method of instruction While Gruhn & Huhl(1979; see Morris? 1994) 

claim that individual instruction is more effective when teaching novice computer 

users because it accommodates individuai differences more effectively than group 

instruction, other researchers (James et al., 1996; Zandri & Chmess, 1989) 

found that learners in small groups demonstrated aimost entirely positive results 

including increased self-confidence, social pleasure, and support derived fiom 
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group membenhip. These results are amibuted to the opportunity for group 

problem solving and social reinforcement. Thus a smail group environment may 

provide adults learners the opportunity to discuss material m o n g  themselves, the 

chance to learn from their peen and to reinforce their leaming through group 

discussions. 

Tutorials are a training method often provided with many software packages. 

This instructional method incorporates a controlled. step-by-step, hands-on 

introduction which provides on-screen expIanations, demonstrates the basic 

functions of the system, and permits the ieamer to repeat lessons as needed. The 

advantages of this method include self-pacing, privacy, r e u s a b i l i ~  hands-on 

experience. and rapid feedback (Gist et al., 1988). Zandri and Chamess (1 989) 

found that self-paced learning provides an important component in achieving a 

hi& degree of accuracy. In addition this method affurds adults the extra time they 

may need to complete assignments and review written materials (Twitchell et ai.. 

1996). Another form of tutorials is the guided exploration training which includes 

on-line help facilities (Raban, 1 988). Expioration encourages learners to take an 

active role by allowing them to leam the new system by exploring with the 

assistance of brief training materials. According to Catrambone and Carroll 

(1 987) the minimal materials, which are deliberately incomplete, may help 

leamers to better coordinate what is happening on the screen with what is 

provided in the manual. While both the guided exploration training and the 
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controlled hands-on îutorials involve "hands-on" active learning, a study 

comparing the two methods (Raban, 1988) found that novice computer learners 

performed better when using their preferred method. 

Regardless the computer software king leamed, before a software such as word 

processing, spreadsheek database, E-mail, and graphics cm be useful in a learning 

or employment setting, users need to know more than how to use the software 

itself. Effective computer use requires understanding subject-maiter or work 

related concepts, recognizing probtems and judging which, if any, software might 

be helpfùl for the problern solution (Lambrecht. 1993). In her study of adults with 

little or no previous cornputer experience leaming an E-mail software Russell 

(1 995) found that the self-reported learning experiences of the adults could be 

categorized into stages. The first half of these stages were concemed with initial 

fnistration. lack of self-confidence and the need for extensive support as learners 

progressed toward understanding and applying the concepts to specific tasks. 

During the second section of the stages, learners were able to achieve a sense of 

codidence as they were able to solve many of their initial problems and were 

therefore able to focus on applications and apply the software to purposes other 

than the ones used in the instruction. Russell's findings underscored that not dl 

learners began at the same stage of learning, nor did al1 leamers spend equal 

amounts of time in the various stages. The rapid pace in computer software 

advances are evidenced by the ever decreasing time frames in which these new 
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products are introduced (Beard, 1993). What may have k e n  current six months 

ago in one software domain may be replaced by an entirely new software or 

upgraded by the developer. Thus adult leamers 4 1  likely be faced with 

mastering a software that is different fiorn that which is available for their 

learning. The cornputer classroom learning environment may well provide the 

climate for more student-centered and individualized learning (Swan and Mitrani. 

1993). 

1.4.6 Learning Aids Because of the established use of printed materiakt text 

remains the most pervasive form of instmctiond media (Kazlauskas and 

IMcCrady, 1 985; Morris. 1 994). Descriptions in printed media can be enhanced by 

graphics or photographs when the re ferent can be represented visuall y. However. 

many of these manuals are large and their size and structure encourage a passive 

learning experience where leamers get into the mode of following directions in 

order to complete the task. Learners. in their desire to get through an exercise, 

rnay frequently corne away with a less than clear comprehension of the 

relationship between the directions provided and the task at hand (Zandri and 

Charness, 1989). While manuals are reusabIe and represent an inexpensive way 

of providing information, many manuals are written by technical people who do 

not take the point of view of new users (Cailaghan, 1985; Bloorn, 1985; Gerver. 

1984). Ofien lemers do not read the training manuals because they would rather 

be s h o w  and because they want to know how to do the task at hand and nothing 
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more (Baxter. 1984). To overcome these limitations Wedemeyer (1 983) and 

Paxton and Turner (1984) recommend presenting written materiai in small 

incremental steps and using writing styles which incorporate short sentences with 

one idea per sentence. Twitchell et ai. (1996) d s o  stress that placing important 

ideas at the top levels in content structure rnay provide readers with target ideas 

around which to organize the rernaining uiformation. 

A primary aspect of learning computer software is the language or terminology 

which is associated with the domain. The use of technical terms or "jargon" is 

rampant and is perhaps the most fnistrating aspect to the beginning user 

(Kazlauskas and McCrady, 1985). The result is that as the language becomes 

farther removed fiom natural language. it becomes more difficult for learners to 

master (Paxton and Turner, 1984). Kay's (1 992a) research identified three aspects 

of technicd computer terms used by adult learners. Vague terminolow rnay deter 

learners from exploring a concept fully and rnay prevent leamers fiom forming a 

clear understanding of their actions. Non-standard technical terms, sometimes 

coined by learners, rnay prevent them fiom seeking help as they rnay be unable to 

explain their term compared to the way other lemers, instructors, or manuais 

describe the term. When learners employ a term which does not correctly identiw 

the function to which it refers, the result rnay be heightened confusion for leamers 

as they rnay use a known term to refer to a function which in reaiity is labelled by 

some other term. Thus unknown terminology, or terms which rnay mean one 
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thing in orduiary language, may refer to unfamiliar computer software functions 

and may cause stumbling blocks for learners. Twitchell et al. (1996) promote the 

use of checklists or notes to bypass any difficulties adult learners may encounter 

with memorization. Studies in which adult learners were provided with jargon 

sheets. that is. a sheet defining computer terminology and cornmand summaries, 

resulted in better performance among those adults who received the data cards 

(Carroll and Mack. 1984; Zandri and Charness, 1989). Mack et aï. ( 1983) cite the 

problems novice learners may have in finding or selecting information relevant to 

their concems or problems, Thus providing learners with more explanatory 

material rnay not prove helpfül to novice iearners. Rather Mack et al. recornrnend 

reducing the amount of materials for learners and while screening materials for 

technical jargon through experienced user testing. 

In an effort to help users with their questions most computer software packages 

provide assistance in the form of on-line help. These on-line help systems 

commonly advise users about the syntax of an interaction, or about the meanings 

of various keys, or menu choices, but seldom offer advice about higher level 

problems which are iikely to arise as the users do not have a general task 

description available (Briggs, 1 990; Kadauskas and McCrady, 1 985). Help 

systems assume that users comprehend the general principles which underlie the 

process of interaction. Ln a study of office workers learning to use a word 

processing software Mack et al. (1 983) found that the help facility did not prove 



useful. At times the learnea could not understand the termkc)logy of the 

information provided; at other times leamers were unable to describe their 

problems well enough to use the help function. Thus, on-line help may be best 

used to provide answers to specific questions but novice learnen ofien do not 

confront this kind of question. Briggs (1 990) points out that even experienced 

users. when attempting to selfdirect their leaming of a new software, do not 

possess the rnetaknowledge of task and system to generate appropriate quenes. 

1.4.7 Presentation Methods Analogies are often used during the instruction of a 

computer software or by the learners themselves when leaming new tasks on the 

computer. An analogy can be defmed as "a mapping between objects and relation 

in two domains" (Greeno, 1983; see Galloway, 1992). If one domain is familiar to 

the learner, it may serve as a connection to understanding a new domain. 

Analogies can be used to great advantage with adult leamers but the key may lie 

in the terms "familiar" and "relevant". If adults maintain a "typewriter" analogy of 

word-processing. this analogy may leave them ill-equipped to deal with hidden 

codes or when a procedure produces fast, extensive screen changes efiggs, 1990; 

Elias, et al., 1987). As a result, some adults may experience difficulty suppressing 

knowledge that is now inappropriate or ïrrelevant. Carroll and Mack (1 984) point 

out that if the analogy must be explicitly taught to the leamers, it contributes to 

the arnount of material that m u t  be learned instead of relieving this burden. 

Analogies work when they relate something already well learned to new 



information. The best analogies ars those that are suggested by the learners 

themselves as learners reinforce a concept by attaching it to something familiar 

and therefore relate to the experiences of the Ieamer (Twitchell et al.. 1996). 

Understanding computer concepts with the help of analogies can provide a deeper 

comprehension of the concept and improve the interna1 representation or models 

of ideas (Galloway. 1 992). In a study in which three groups of preservice teac hers 

were provided varying levels of analogies (Ml. simpleo none) to teach novices 

computer s o h a r e  applications, Galloway's results of pre- pst-tests and 

interviews demonstrated that the group provided with full analogies showed 

greater increases in the use and comprehension of analogies. The subjects' 

conceptual understanding of computing, their ability to discuss and explain 

computing conceptually, and the degree to which they spontaneously generated 

and relied on analogies in explainhg computing seem to be positively affected by 

the proper use of analogies. 

Despite advances in technology and educational media, the lecture and text based 

mode! of education remains strongly entrenched. Cross (198 1) points out that 

those people who have advanced M e r  in formal schooiing are most likely to 

prefer structured classes and lectures. According to Feuer and Geber (1988), 

when adults, who are fully responsible for their own lives, enter education 

based environment, they revert to their previous roles as passive learners. The 

past educational expenences of adults leamers may have k e n  pedagogically 
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based and adults as leamers rnay not be initially prepared to take on the role of 

active learners. Feuer and Geber propose the concept that when a topic is 

extremeiy technical and a "best way " rnethod exists to pefiorm a certain task, the 

encouraging options in the context of the classroom rnay not prove advantageous 

to adult learnen. However, this structure and direction is recommended up to a 

point where learners can provide more input and take on more responsibility for 

their own learning. Swan and Mitrani (1 993) make a case for a partnership among 

the computer, the instnictor, and the learner. In this kind of an alliance the 

technology rnay assist by providing the learner with feedback through visual on- 

screen evidence of the degree of successfiil work attainment. The instructor's role 

becornes one of a guide for student leaming and for meeting complex individual 

and pedagogical needs. The learner, in tum, becomes more responsible for his or 

her own learning. Thus computers, through their interactivity with leamers, rnay 

assist in altering the structure of the classroom and this rnay reflect in an 

environment which is more student centered and learning which is more 

individualized. While this partnership rnay be changing the role of the instmctor 

fiom that of a knowledge provider to that of a learning facilitator, it nevertheless 

remains a required element in the computer software classrooms. 

The previous pages have provided a view of adult leamers and the way in which 

they interact with computers when first leaniing a computer software or while 

increasing their knowledge of a computer software. in the preceding literature 
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review 1 have addressed several areas relating to leamhg and technology. 

Specifically, instructional methods such as the use of analogies and lectures 

through which leamers may gain computer software knowledge have been 

addressed. As well. the area of leamers' previous experience with computes has 

been exarnined as has that of leamers' anxiety and attitudes towards cornputers. 

Through this literahire review it has k e n  possibfe to identim several types of 

learning aids including printed materiais, terminology aids, and on-line software 

help systems which adults may encounter when learning a computer software. 

While discussion of each of these areas has been presented as separate entities, in 

the context of a classroom envuonment these categories are not independent but 

may be highly interrelated. The information gathered has therefore led me to 

propose the objectives outlined in Chapter 1, Section 1.3, Researçh objectives. 



CHAPTER 2 -METHODOLOGY 

This section descnbes the overall design of the study. In separate sub-sections we 

will discuss the research m e t h d  the study participants and the setting, the data 

collection methods and techniques. and the andysis method. 

2.1 Research Method 

The research method selected in this study reflects the research topic. This study 

is concerned with adult learnea, their leaming strategies, and the way in which 

adult learners perceive their control over these strategies. As well, the study 

examines the way in which adult learners employ the leaming resources available 

to them in a word processing computer software course. A qualitative 

methodology is the adopted method as it places emphasis on processes and 

meanings of study participants (Denzin and Lincoln, 1994). In this research 

importance is placed on the way in which adult learners formulate and apply their 

leaming strategies and their intemd control of this leaming process. rather than 

the evaluation or assessrnent of an end result. Thus a qualitative research 

methodology is necessary for this study as it draws in part to the nanrralistic 

conceptions of human experience. In a naturaiistic design, the researcher's aim is 

to portray the understandings and the particdar constructions of the participants 

without seeking to generalize these fuidings to a larger population (Guba and 

Lincoln, 1994). 



2.2 Sarn~linpl 

Sampling choices within and across cases are powemilly detexminative of j ust 

which data will be considered and used in analysis. Miles and Huberman (1 994) 

recommend the use of small samples of persons studied within their context and 

studied in-depth. Patton (1 990) advocates the use ofpurpusive samples which 

involves selecting infamants felt to be information nch-that is those participants 

from which a great deal can be learned about issues of centrai importance to the 

purpose of the research. McMillan (1993) also advises the use of purposefûi 

sarnpling to increase the utility of information obtained fiom small samples. 

Miles and Hubennan (1 994) and Patton (1 990) identie sixteen variations of 

purposehi sampling. Adult lemers  bring rich and diverse experiences to the 

classroorn. This study will use a maximum variation sample to represent key 

participants whose previous experience with and knowledge of cornputers reflects 

overail experience diversity among adult leamers. Maximum variation sampling 

has been selected for two main reasons: a) it is proposed that a maximum 

variation sarnple facilitated the capture of participants self-reflections based on 

their individual experiences when learning a word processing software in the 

context of the classroom; and, b) maximum variation sampling assisted in the 

emergence of shared patterns of experiences which participants may encounter 

when leaniing a word processing software in a classroom environment. 
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The purposive sample in this investigation will target adult leamers enrolled in a 

word processing computer software course. Six adult learners, Erom a class size 

of thirteen, will be selected based on their ability to provide insights on their 

classroom learning experiences as well as their ability to articulate these events. 

The purposive sample in this investigation was directed to those adult leamers 

with numerous computer experiences and those wîth little previous computer 

experience. This sarnpling process was achieved with the assistance of the 

director of Continuing Education at Champlain Regional College. Participants 

were interviewed by the director prior to enrolling in the program or course and 

the director was aware of participants previous computer experience, as well as 

their ability to reflect upon and to articulate their thoughts. The information 

provided by the director was a valuable source in determining a sarnple selection 

capable of addressing the needs of t!!s study. 

2.3 Research instruments 

Two instruments were used in this study. Natudistic nonparticipant observation 

and stnictured open-ended interviews. The combination of these two data sources 

assisted in validating and cross-checking findings and served to increase the 

validity of the findings. Employing more than one method for gathering data is 

referred to as tnangulation (Janesick, 1994). According to Gall and Borg (1 996. 

p.574), multiple data-collection methods assist researchers in checklng the validity 

of study findings and helps "...to eliminate biases that might result fiom relying 
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exclusively on any one data-collection method, sources, analyst, or theory". This 

study was based on a classroom word processing course. Many of the participants 

responses reflected events which took place in this environment. Observing al1 

fourteen classes permitted this researcher to make repeated observations of the 

phenornenon and therefore to increase the reliability of the fmdings. 

2.3.1 Observation Naturalistic nonparticipant observation was selected for 

several reasons: (a) this form of data gathering is unobtrusive, does not require 

direct interaction with participants. and cm be conducted inconspicuously (b) 

nonparticipant observation offers the flexibility to yield insight into new realities 

or new ways of looking at existing realities; (c) combined with the two interviews. 

nonparticipant observation provides the opportunity for depth and breath and 

enhances consistency and validity. 

In this snidy 1 observed each of the 14 classes. 1 took field notes noting 

participant activity and actions during the instructional portion of the class as well 

as interactions among the participants during the practice time following 

instruction. 

During the first class session 1 used a paper and pen to record notes, however 1 

found writing with a pad on my lap awkward and the tuming of the page made 

some noise which caused participants close to me to turn around. Al1 friture 



43 

observation notes were keyboarded using a laptop computer, which enabled me to 

observe and keyboard simultaneously. While I remained in the same seated 

position throughout each observation, so as to not cause disturbance, 1 did sit in 

several different points of the room to gain a better perspective of d l  participants. 

The position which afTorded the best observation of dl participants was at the 

back center point of the cIass, where 1 remained for most of the observations. 

Observations were reviewed following each class. From the first observation 

session. a nurnber of themes began to mise and included the instmctor's teaching 

practices as well as individual and group participant actions. Following each 

class. 1 reviewed each observation session for these themes and abstracted themes 

on a contact summary sheet (Appendix C). The data fiom the observations were 

used pnmarily as a means of quality control for the interview data, and to audit 

and provide support for the categories developed fiom the interview data. 

According to Gall and Borg (1 996), in the role of nonparticipant obsexver 'rhe 

researcher acts primarily as an observer, entering the setting only to gather data 

and interaction only casually and nondirectly with individuais or groups while 

engaged in observation" (p. 345). My presence in the room seemed not to affect 

the participants. During the interviews with each of the four participants, 1 asked 

the question, "Has my presence in the class afTected your leaming?" The 

participants were unanimous in their obliviousness to me. "We don? even know 
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you're there h d f  the tirne, you're so quiet. 1 have sometimes truned around and 

wonder, when did she corne in. No. Not at dl. You're as quiet as a church 

mouse." 

As a researcher my presence in the class was that of observer. However, given my 

previous experience as an instnictor in Office Systems Technology, 1 have taught 

numerous courses in word processing. It was therefore an effort on my part at 

times not to slip into the instnictor mode, especiaily when 1 would observe a 

participant struggIe repeatedly with some key or b c t i o n  with which 1 could have 

easily assisted. 

3.3.2 Interviews As a method of data gathenng, Fontana and Frey ( 1994) 

describe the interview as the rnost common and the most powerfid means of 

understanding other people. While the basic purpose of the interview method is 

to gather dam it also allows for greater depth than other methods of data 

collection. A dual rationde engenders the use of structured open-ended 

interviews: a) the structure requires exact wording and sequence of questions and 

ensures that participants are asked the sarne basic questions in the same order; b) 

the open-ended nature of the questions provides a frame of reference for 

participants' answers, while placing a minimum of restm.int on participants' 

responses. Recorded interviews aiso ensure the gathering of descriptive data in 

participants' own words. 



Two separate in-depth interviews were conducted with six adult leamers who 

were enrolled in a 45-hour credit word processing course held in an Anglophone 

CEGEP in Montreal. Study participants ranged in age fiom 27 to 49 years of age 

and varied in level of previous education, amount of computer experience, and 

demographics. Participants used personal cornputers installed with WordPerfect 

6.0. Each participant worked at an individual computer. The instnrctor was an 

office systems technology teacher with a bachelor's degree and several years of 

teaching experience The objective of the first interview was to gather data 

regarding the participants' backgrounds, previous leaming experiences, previous 

cornputer experiences and to concentrate on participants' initial experience in this 

cornputer class. The goal of the second interview was to gather additional data 

regarding the participants experiences in this computer class, their meaning to 

participants. and understandings of these experiences by the participants. The 

interview schedule that guided this inquiry arose fiom the review of the literature 

and the from the conceptual framework. The questions contained in the interview 

schedule are also based on this researcher's previous twenty years of experience 

gained while instructing adults leamers in various computer technology and 

softwares. W l e  a complete pilot study was not performed pior to this research, 

smaller groups of these questions have been used with different adult learners. 

The interview schedule for both interviews is included in the Appendix A. 
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1 intended to trmscribe the interview tapes following each interview. 1 was not 

able to accomplish this. Transcription units, that is units equipped with earphones 

and foot control to start and stop a tape, were in use by a class of students and 

were be available ody at the end of the semester. Al1 tapes were transcribed the 

following January. Transcription time took fiom 4 to 5 hours per tape. 

2.4 Data collection 

The data was gathered in the following rnanner. Throughout the duration of a 

word processing software course this researcher arrived in advance of the class 

time and remained seated at the back of the room in whïch the course is hetd and 

remain at this point during the entire class time. This procedure continued for the 

entire course dwation (14 class sessions, totalling 45 hours). in order to ensure 

that the researcher's presence in the classroom did not jeopardize the effectiveness 

of this course, the following procedure was observed. At the beghing of the 

week during which this course began, al1 participants were given a letter fiom the 

director of Continuing Education (see Appendix D) informing them of the intent 

to conduct research. On the first day of the class, the insb-uctor of the course 

introduced the learners to the researcher. At that tirne, this researcher provided a 

letter of introduction (see Appendix E) outlining the purpose of the research and 

emphasizing the confidentiality and anonymity of the data. During the 

observation of each class, notes were taken and transcribed following each class. 
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The stnictured open-ended interviews were conducted with the help of an 

interview schedule, through individual, face-to-face verbal interchanges with six 

participants. The first set of interviews took place approximately at the mid-point 

of the course. The second set of interviews were conducted towards the 

completion of the course. Both interviews were conducted in an informal and 

fiendly environment to: enable capturing participants' individual experiences; 

and. provide an understanding of participants' learning strategies and of 

participants' perceptions of their intemal control of leaming a word processing 

software. 

Each interview lasted from sixty to ninety minutes and al1 interviews were 

scheduled at the convenience of the participants. Prior to every interview 

participants were asked for their informed consent (Appendix B) and their 

responses were tape recorded to facilitate data collection and to ensure accuracy of 

information. 

2.5 Data analvsis 

Field notes of classroom observations were reviewed following eac h session. Ln 

addition general notes based on each session were made directly following each 

classroom observation. Notes collected were gathered and organized through the 

use of a contact summary sheet (Miles and Huberman, 1994) which provided an 
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overall summary of the main points in the contact. A sample contact sheet is 

provided in Appendix C. 

1 used the procedures of inductive data analysis as my means of analyzing the 

interview data (Janesik, 1994). Following transcription of the tapes. I explored 

the data and watched for categories, themes and patterns to emerge fkom the data. 

1 looked for and considered the data in terms of units of relevant meaning. While 

working with the data and a personal computer, 1 created an additional document 

and when I saw a relevant theme emerge, 1 added a group heading. As 1 came to 

confirming quotes in the data 1 used the copy-and-paste method to copy the 

appropnate text to this group. In this way 1 identified 48 themes in the data. The 

next step in the data analysis process was to take these emerging themes and 

define broad categories from the original themes. 1 took the printed 48 themes 

with the supporting text, each printed on a separate sheets and participated in a 

kind of large card game. By moving individual pages around and placing sirnilar 

themes together into piles. 1 emerged with eight salient categories. 

Through research in their work on the Cognitive Leaming Strategies Project. 

Weinstein, Zimrnerman and Palmer (1 988) developed an instrument, the Leaming 

and Study Strategies Inventory (LASSI), which among others reflects the state of 

learning strategy research. Development of this instrument came about in part as 

previously developed instruments addressed conditions under which students 
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leam rather than how students leam. The project also sought to broaden previous 

inventories which dealt chiefly with consistent and regular study rather than 

another primary factor: namely the component of active leaming. This instrument 

was not applied in a quantitative methodology, however, seven of the ten scales 

used in the Learning and Study Strategies inventory reflect the salient categories 

which emerged in this study. One category of LASSI, test strategies, reflects the 

approach learners fom toward taking tests and exams. As this study did not focus 

on assessment, this category was not relevant and was not used. Two additional 

categories of LASSI, scheduling and concentration, respectively reflect learners' 

systematic planning and use of time, and learners' ability to listen carefülly and 

think about what is being said. This study seeks to identify how learners view and 

reflect on their own learning and how they create meaning through involvement in 

their iearning and their integration of new ideas and information. Thus the 

categories of scheduling or use of tirne and concentration or thinking are reflected 

in the theme of control in leaming and are encompassed in this theme. 

The eight final categories correspond with repeated reports fom the participants 

on how (a) these participants employed learning strategies, and which strategies 

they found most useful in their leaming of a word processing software; (b) these 

participants viewed their control in learning this word processing soha re ;  and (c) 

these participants preferred to use learning resources available to them, and how 



these resources assisted them in their Ieaming of a word processing software. The 

findings are presented within these eight major categones 

Study aids 
Motivation 
Selecting main idea 
Idormation processing 
Anxiety 
Attitudes 
Self-testing 
Control in Ieaming 

Discussion of each theme begins with a brief review of how participants in this 

study learn word processing in relation to the findings discussed within each 

theme. Quotes by each participant are included to provide support for the fhdings 

within each theme. Participants real names have k e n  replaced by pseudonyms. 

Participants own words permit readers to funher understand participants' feelings. 

diction, and experiences. 

The fore-mentioned procedures enabled this researcher to arrive at a better 

understanding of and to provide % i c k  descriptions" of the way in which adult 

learners conceptualize and describe their learning strategies and their perceived 

control in leaming as well as their preferences in their use of learning resources in 

a course designed to promote the learning of a word processing software. 



CHAPTER 3 - FINDINGS 

The data fiom the participants' interviews and observations fell into eight major 

themes. The findings are presented and discussed separately within those eight 

major themes: Study aids, Motivation, Selecting the main ide. Attitudes. Self- 

testing, and Control in learning. Each theme is fist discussed in terrns of its 

relationship to the literature and how this literature relates to the participants in 

this word processing course. A surnrnary of the findings is presented as the final 

section in this chapter. 

3.1 S tudv aids 

Study aids include those items through which participants make use of a broad 

approach to learning and include aids identified by participants to assist them in 

their learning (Weinstein, Zimmerman. and Palmer, 1988) Primary among these 

aids. in this word processing software course, is the instnictor. in this course the 

instnictor used a direct method of instruction which both she and the participants 

referred to as a 'kalk-through" method. Winograd and Hare (1988) break d o m  

the definition of direct instruction into several component parts. Itemized units 

include: (1) structuring leamhg in terms of clear academic goals which are broken 

down for maximal content coverage into manageable steps; (2) brisk pacing and 

selection of sequenced, stnictured materials; (3)  providing detailed instructions 

and explanations with sufficient examples; (4) asking many questions and offenng 



numerous overt active practice oppomuiities; (5) giving imrnediate, academically 

focused feedback and correction, especially when new material is k ing  learned; 

and (6) active monitoring of student progress. In this study. at the start of each 

class the instructor w~ote a list of hinctions to be covered on that day. The 

instructor began by explaining the objective of that day's class and drawing an 

outline of a page on the white board at the front of the room. Ln a step-by-step 

rnanner the instructor added text and an overview of a word processing software 

function to the document on the board. Participants were instnicted to perform 

the steps required to achieve this initial objective. This series of steps was also 

included in the textbook. If a participant rnissed a step, or asked a question. the 

instmctor helped that participant or answered the question at that time. Once this 

portion was completed. the instructor continued with another section of that day's 

lesson. The walk-through portion usually took fiom 45 to 60 minutes of the class 

time. Thus the instructor-guided portion of the lesson was broken down to several 

parts, and the end of each instructional part was followed by the application of 

these steps by the learners on individual computers. The remainder of the t h e  

was given over to practical work which related to the lesson and which referred to 

assignrnents at the end of the chapter. Participants were fiee to complete the work 

on their own and the instnictor would circulate the room to assist individuals with 

any questions. Al1 participants had a high regard for the instnictor and many 

viewed the instructionai method employed as essential. 

Paul: "Oh it's basically the thing [laughter] that help me to do 
everything, you know, because, if she didn't do her walk-through 



OKt 1 will have to, 1 will have to go myself and doing it. And now' 
you know, oh, it would be more heavy for me. So thanks to the 
walk-through that she did, you know, 1 can follow everyhng." 

Robert: "Ah, yes, 1 think Dawn is doing a good job. Shst s slow. 
she's, she look ail around. she makes sure everybodyos following. 
Well, 1 think the way that she does it, she explains what she wants. 
We walk through the chapter and then she's still there to guide us 
if we run into trouble." 

Yolande: Tt's the way that she taches. You know, sorne people 
just know how to teach. Some people have this knack that keeps 
your attention through the whole thing. It's just the way that she 
teaches it. Like you understand. You understand i- nght away. 
You know. And if one person, maybe this is it too, if one person or 
two people don't understand, everybody has to redo it. Not just 
that one person. That's what 1 think what it is." 

When participants were asked to describe what they considered to be a %est way" 

method to learn a word processing software al1 included the instructor? regardless 

of any previous knowledge. 

Diane: "Take a class. 1 find I've learned in the class. Like 1 
already had the WordPerfect at home. Like 1 managed, but 1 didn't 
redly know how to do it. So, this, with this class, it showed me 
exactly what it is and how it works, so .... . Having someone teach 
you. Show you how to do it. And doing it at the same time and 
having the chance to practice it." 

Ronald: "1 would agree with a, having some sort of Say with the 
teacher. Um, exactly how much, I'm not too sure, because I'm, 1 
don? know maybe what's required for me to be able to fùlly 
understand what's expected of me in a work environrnent to be 
able to work with word processing. The teacher will better know 
what's, what a student should essentially know. And the 
teacher ... so that point 1'11 leave it in the teacher's hand to tell me, 
like you need to know al1 this to be able to go into a work 
environrnent and work with WordPerfect. And fiom that point on 
when you know al1 this it's not any more difficult for you to leam 
more advanced functions of WordPerfect. The basics with the 
assistance of an instructor, al1 the way, in my case, up to chapter 



12, 13 and then at that point 1 feel very cornfortable to go on 
myself. I frnd 1 couid, from that point, move on and l e m  any of 
the other details by myself." 

Some participants in this word processing course gained in confidence as the 

course progressed and expressed the belief that they could accomplish some future 

Iearning on their own, without an instnictor. 

Paul: [ first interview) "Over there 1 took cornputer class. 1 have no 
experience. It was, the first one. It was ... 1 took, long time ago. 
OK and, ... it was very difficult for me. I don't know why. 1 didn't 
understand nothing about the teacher. the words that she was 
saying. It was, first of d l ,  a lot of theory, very few practices, you 
know. ... That create like complex in me, so. you know, 1 was very 
uncornfortable. ... And, um, and obviously well, 1 said to 
mysel K.. now I'm trying to have a different, different approach, you 
know. So really, you know, I'm progressing." 

Paul: [second i n t e ~ e w ]  "Well, 1 can Say right now, 1 have the 
basis to do a lot of things on my own, for example. ... But 1 think 
that if 1 had it, 1 will be able, you know, if it's not something 
complicated, it's a continuation of what 1 learned. You know, 1 
think 1 will be able to do it (alone)." 

However, other participants, while gaining fiorn the initial experience. still felt the 

continuing requirement for the assistance of the instnictor. 

Nicolas: [first i n t e ~ e w ]  "in the past 1 take a course, that's a very 
long time ago ... after a while 1 didn't like go any M e r  ... I didn't 
notice, like the importance of cornputers. Also, and I'm a bit 
scared of cornputers. ... 1 thought like maybe I can make a career 
inside, but 1 notice like, it's a bit hard for me, 1 give up." 

Nicolas: [second interview] ... 1 don't think so. Because I'm, if 
there is no teacher ... 1 notice like, ah, I'rn doing, I'rn doing better 
with time. With the help of a teacher, and the advise of a teacher, 
but 1 know 1 could have done better, iike, if, if like, ah, like 
leaniing something, and if you add something to it if you already 
have a good base. Like you add to it and you can go even higher 
than what 1 am doing now." 



The instnictor introduced each new topic through verbal explanations and made 

extensive use of the white board. By modifying a representation of a page on the 

board, the insûuctor provided participants with a visual depiction of the goal as 

well as an oral explanation. Participants found the white board diagram increased 

their comprehension. 

Robert: "1 am French speaking so 1 sometimes have dificulties as 
to understand. But when she puts it on the board, it's there for me 
to look at." 

Yolande: "...I'm visual. So 1 like to, 1 look at it and then if there's 
something, that 1 try to figure it out myself by looking at it, and 
then it's just reinforced if it's, if she puts it on the board or she 
explains ic then 1 try to understand the concept of it. And then, it's 
registered. Like 1 said before, 1 have to, if I see it once, and 
explained to me properly, the concept, why it does this, why you do 
it for, now, how you do it. Then 1 understand it." 

Paul: "...sometirnes I prefer when she can Say when to do 
something but when she write it, it's better for me. Because first of 
all, I am always, you know, paying attention. Because it's not it's 
not a Ianguage 1 used to l e m  in, so when she a, talk, talk, 
sometimes 1 have spelling errors, 1 miss words, you know, so when 
she put on the board, I am sure that I will get it." 

Nicolas: Y notice like, sometime when the teacher wï-ite it helps 
me in sometime to recall what 1 leam in the book. But also 
sometime it, it's like ah, it adds something on top of what like 1 
learned. It's, it's like doing the thing two times." 

The textbook used in this course was divided into 20 chapters, 10 of which were 

covered in this course. The beginning of each chapter included a visual 

representation of the completed project covered in that chapter and step-by-step 

instructions to complete the project as well as an explanation of each function 

included in the project. The end of each chapter provided both theory questions 



and practical exercises covering the contents of that chapter. The instmctor 

covered the content portion of the chapter during the direct instruction or wdk- 

through portion of the class. Participants in this course had defuiite beliefs 

regarding both the theory and practicai portions of this book. In gencral 

participants found the book useful and easy to read. 

Yolande: "It's a very good h k .  1 mean, you can't get any better 
than that. It's al1 step by step by step. There's no, therets no 
questions there at dl. You just have to look in the book. ... But 
it's not a really hard course. It's basicaîly, you just follow in the 
book. 1 mean if you don't, if you don't understand, before you, 
um, ask her and you donTt understand in the book, then you'd ask 
her. But basically, it's a step by step fiom the book, 1 me an..." 

Pad: "It's a good book. You know 1 can't complain too much 
about it. Because it's not a book that tells you a lot of theoretical 
things. 1 can't complain about it. " 

How participants used the book in tenns of its instructional content did v q .  

WhiIe most participants agreed the book was usehl to them, they indicated strong 

preferences for verbal instructions fiom the teacher or fiom other participants. 

Robert: "1 use it as a reference, afterwards. Afier the, Dawn has 
explained the thing, 1 would go, you go through the text with her. 
SIowly, and we have examples, and she writes on the board, and 
this, like we can catch more. But 1 use the book oniy if 1 get stuck. 
1 go back to the book. Only as a reference, because 1 don't want to 
leam everything by heart. My head would explode. 1 have to leam 
what's practical." "..J don't like to read first. And 1 have to be 
concentrate on the book and then, 1 like it better when 1 get the 
explanations, do it on the machine, and then refer to the book if 
something's wrong." 

Paul: " there so many things to, so many instructions, so many 
vocabulary, every words, you know what 1 rnean. That you have to 



ah. you know you have to. stand there and y u  have to analyse 
them and it's too technical, you know what 1 mean, so, it's the 
technicality of the software when you are reading them, and 
everything, so it's the only thing. ... But what could happen if 1 have 
something that 1 just don't understand, since nght now I'm a littie 
bit, you know, lazy to take that book to find out, to read, to read, to 
read, I'm going to lose tirne doing that, and if that person, you 
know, is a little bit advanced with me, 1 ask him. You know, 1 try 
to make sure that there's somebody like that with me and 1 ask 
him. Hey, how to do that thing. how to merge, how to do that 
SM. And just tell me. And then right away 1 do and 1 rnake the 
application and. you know, and do a couple of my examples, and, 
you know, and 1 said to myself, this is solved. ... basically, I'm 
scared of. like? read, to read. um. But it's just in one aspect. It's 
only technical stuff. Cornputer. The only thing. But in the other 
aspects. 1 don't have any problem to read." 

Nicolas: "...the book can mess you up. Because the book want to 
give like everything one shot, but sometime you know you can mix 
up, you don't understand this word, or you don? understand that 
word, or you don3 understand this concept. ... For me ah, the book. 
1, 1 didn't go through it, through the explanation itself. 1 just 
depend on the teacher's explanations. Because sometime like, like. 
I'm a person who, who is very slow, and 1 can't keep up to this. ah, 
sometime just reading, even like doing your homework, like 1 
depend on the teacher's notes, in case 1 got any problem, I tuni 
through the page, or if 1 don't have time I will just try to play 
around with the computer and see if 1 can find the answer to it." 

Each chapter included a theory portion and concluded with theory questions. The 

majonty of the participants considered the practical exercises section of the 

textbook to have greater value in their leaming than the theory portion. 

Paul: "the theory questions, they have few impacts on my 
knowledge. It's basically the assignments that help." 

Robert: "As long as you know how to operate the computer, the 
definitions, 1 think it's too much. You see it. You read about it. 
You practice. You're getting something out of it. I think that's the 
best way to learn." 



Yolande: "1 don? really think there's a need for it. As long as yoü 
fuily understand what it dws. And by doing it in the exercise, 1 
fmd that you learn more than memorizing what the word means.'? 

While most participants were not in favor of the theory, they had quite the 

opposite view of the practicai exercises which followed each chapter. 

Yolande: " ... it um. it just exercises on what you've just learned and 
it just reinforces it. Like 1 said. by doing and then seeing it and 
hearing it- It's the best way to do it." 

Robert: "1 have to practice, and practice, and practice till it gets 
second nature. 1 wish there would be more exercises. ... 1 think it's 
the only way through." 

Paul: "Those chapten. you know. who basically gave me the 
knowledge that I have right now. Because the walk through in 
class is fine, you know, 1 understand it but 1 could of forget like. 
the next week, you know. ... the strategy is like is to, un, is to 
focus on the walk through and then the most, the better thing is to 
make the practice d e r .  Because the practice involve everything, 
you know. Because if they give too much theory, 1 will cut that 
why I see that 1 am, you know, 1 am in contact with doing the 
assigmnents." 

Beyond the view that these participants had of the actual exercises provided in the 

textbook, was the value which al1 participants in the study ascribed to these 

assignments. 

Paul: "The best way to leam a word processing software is to 
listen, and to apply. Practise. When you listen the class. To watch 
and then you apply it.. practise it al1 the tirne. You know, it's, learn 
it and apply it. It's application. What makes task easy. As soon 
you don't, you know, apply it. and everything, you won? basically 
have the full control of it and then, now you are starting to like 
having, you know, problems, you know. So it's pure application .... 
It's only, it's a question of sitting there in fiont of the screen, doing 
the stuff and trying to remember aiso some steps because there are 
some steps that you need to memorize. So how to memorize them. 
It's going and making more exercise, more application possible 



otherwise, you know, if you try to l e m  it and try to put it in your 
head like that, i f s  impossible. You're going to forget it." 

Nicholas: "1 notice it was a bit challenging. But what happened is 1 
try to practice it and l e m  fiom trial and error. 1 notice, more 
practise, means like k i n g  more ... ... cornfortable with it. 
Especiaiiy if you like, you know it, or the teacher explain to you 
and you did it in the past, at least a few times. But one time is, it 
don? sink in right away." 

Although participants felt practical application using the computer was the key to 

their learning of this word processing computer software, they felt more at ease 

with finding their answers through practice rather than researching alternative 

sources of information. 

Yolande: " 1 get in my head that it has to sink in and 1 try not to use 
Help. 1 think thah maybe I've used help maybe once or twice but 
ah, but other that. That, itts basically. Hands on with the 
computer." "... it was so long [using Help] and 1 figure 1 might as 
weIl try to figure it out myself. 1 succeeded, like 1 did twice. Once 
1 found it right away. The second tirne, it took so long, so 1 
basically tried it myself." 

Paul: "...personally 1 don't [make use of any other references]. 1 
can't Say that 1 am. 1 read probably 20% of the book, of my use 
fiom the book. So, no. 1 don't use ..." 

In the previous section participants in this study have identified themselves as 

visual and aura1 learners. As such, many of these participants have indicated their 

preference for direct instruction which incorporate both visual and aura1 methods. 

Regardless of amount of previous computer knowledge most participants 

indicated that would also prefer this same classroom format when acquiring 

fùrther computer related knowledge. 



3 -2 Information ~rocessing 

Weinstein, Zimmerman, and Palmer (1 988) describe information processing as 

the way leamers incorporate images and verbal elaboration; how they think about 

and interrelate new information with what they already know; what cornparisons 

they may make; and, how they translate information into their own words. In this 

word processi~g course participants in this study described themselves as both 

visuai and verbal leamers. As visual leamers' participants characterized visual 

leaming as those activities in which they participated actively with a hands-on 

approach. While textbook images might present visual representation of a 

concept, most participants felt that applying the concept themselves on the 

computer was a determining factor in their learning. 

Diane: "1 look at them. 1 try to see what it says underneath them. 1 
try to remember them, but no, 1 do not think I...it's more the doing 
than the pictures." 

These participants classified their visual and verbal Ieaniing by their activities. as 

well as those performed by the instnictor, which assisted them in their leaniing. 

The verbal and visual were ofien a combination of the participant's action dong 

with those of the instmctor. 

Rgbert: "To hear it, sometimes you forget it, ah ... could be a 
difference of language. When you have it written, you can review 
it later ... a combination of both. ...y ou see what you lem, and you 
Say what's i f s  ail about. You get confirmation that you know what 
you Say, what you did for homework, it gets deeper in your brain. 
You won? forget it because you talked about it. You leamed it, 
you wrote about it, then you talk about it." 



Paul: '' 1 don't know if it's because well my major learning 
experiences 1 did them a langage who are basicalIy not mine. 
Like in Spanish and now in English. So when 1 start reading 1 have 
like, you know. it's more heavy for me. So it's why I'm more 
visual and more auditive than, you know." 

Yolande: " ... there's two girls in particular who are having 
problems and 1 heip them out. At the same tirne 1 sit down there 
and crarn with them. And, by showing them, it just like reinforces 
it, the learning in my head also. You understand it firlly and by 
speaking out loud, 1 h d  that if 1 speak to them and explain it to 
them verbaliy I h  listening too and I'm registering." 

Yolande: "Um Like 1 said before I'rn visual. So 1 like to, 1 look at 
it and then if there's sornething, that 1 try to figure it out myself by 
looking at it. And then it's just reinforced if it's, if she puts it on 
the board, or she explains it, then I try to understand the concept of 
it. And then, it's registered. Like 1 said before, 1 have to if 1 see it 
once, and explained to me properly, the concept, why it does this, 
why you do it for, now how you do it. Then 1 understand it." 

Participants in this study stressed that applying word processing concepts to 

applications outside of the class assisted in strengthening their knowledge. 

Yolande: "1 don't think there's anything hard to leam. Because 
outside of class tirne 1 do like, ah, try al1 the different ... achially I'm 
showing the teacher things ..." 

Paul: "But if I'm getting myself out of the homework, let's say 
how do 1 put something with a different coior, and how to basically 
put italics, how to use subscript or superscript. You know, whiie 
I'rn doing, 1 say, ah, let me put something where I can use the 
subscript and superscript. Let me basically put headers and 
footers. So 1 said to rnyself, we leam how to put a footnote, let's 
try to put a footnote there. You know what 1 mean. As soon 1 do 
that, out of the context of the homework and everythùig, you know 
I found the real necessity of it and that sornething was going to 
stay, more than ever." 



While most participants attempted to incorporate word processing concepts in 

docunients outside of the course, not ail learnen ventured beyond the 

Nicholas: "Once 1 tried to type a son% like the lyrics. 1 was really? 
like to use some basic thing. Like copy it, and enlarge it. Thing 
like that. And put the space. How much space, double space. 
That's really, like I didn't really try more than that. And 1 did 
once, like 1 take a picture, put a name inside, give it to a Wend. 
That's dl." 

Most participants formed relationships with other class memben and portrayed a 

team approach of mutual assistance. 

Yolande: "Everybody helps everybody out. Um basically we're al1 
in the same boat. So we want evexybody to succeed. .... ..everybody 
helps everybody, so, if they don't understand d e r  the teacher has 
lefi for the day, sornebody else will explain it to them." 

However, Nicholas portrayed a different view. 

Nicholas: "1 try not to depend on somebody else. ... some people, 
like they Say they don't have time, or I'm doing something else, or 
1 want to finish this. Always ...y ou end up like something which 
will be not at their advantage." 

By helping each other participants felt they could benefit from just observing 

others. This observation permïtted leamers to view how other class members 

were incorporating the word processing concepts and to compare this with their 

own application. 

Paul: "So sometimes, you know, 1 just watch how somebody else is 
doing something, to see if we are doing the same thing, or if 1 can 
learn something, you know, quicker way ... Because every student 
has a different way to learn. And a different way to catch. And 



then they learn things different. The same thing. You can do the 
same thing two three different ways. You know. Maybe you're 
usïng a longer way, somebody is doing the shorter way. So you 
l e m  al1 those different ways. You know." 

When faced with a question most participants first attempted to resolve it 

themselves. However if they failed to locate a solution their next course of action 

was to seek assistance fiom either the instructor or from another class member. 

Nicholas: "If 1 have a questions. usually like, if I go through a book 
and 1 have a question, 1 will ask the teacher. But in case 1 have a 
question for like myself, 1 just think about a question. 1 will. 1 
usually I ask for the teacher too. Because if 1 can't recaI1. Like 1 
saw it somewhere, 1 mean. usually when I ask a question it's not 
clear, or I forgot it, or like 1 want to clariQ." 

Paul: ''1 try myself to figure out what's the answer is. Cornputer. 
that's something 1 can't do, or things Iike that, for example this 
moming 1 was on the computer and I have al1 capitalso major 
capitals, not capitals but the size was like more than cpi. For me it 
was something over 12 cpi. So 1 find out 1 use everythhg 1 learned 
on the computer, 1 figure everything was correct. Something 
wrong there. 1 check, 1 check. 1 spend at least 10, 15 minutes 
trying to solve it and I can't, so 1 asked somebody else in the class 
who probably was more experienced in that area than me and he 
found it was the same problem, so we couldn't solve the problem." 

The instructor in this course encouraged and responded to al1 questions. Most 

participants felt that the questions others asked in class in tum helped them also. 

Nicholas: " ... 1 may not have thought about asking this question- 
When someone ask the question is a way like to, to be able to 
know something which 1 donTt know, like hearing something. 
Hearing an information, that's how 1 notice it." 

At times the Pace of conversation during questions concerned some leamers. 

While some participants expressed the need for a slower pace, others felt 

questions should be left to end to end of the instruction. 



Robert: "...they're al1 ahead of me. I'rn just trying to understand 
what she says and they're two chapters, too much ahead of me. So 
1 think it's because of the age difference. They understand right 
away what's been said. Then they make comrnents about it. And 
I'm just trying to understand what the problem was. 1 think it's not 
very good, 1 don't like that." 

Yolande: "1 think that, ah, if you have questions, you listen to her. 
and you have questions, then you ask her afler. Because while 
you're, when you're asking, if you're continually asking questions, 
during the, you lose the. you lose people. You know people that 
are understanding it. Like if you're constantly interrupted al1 the 
time, you should try to understand a concept, put a little question 
mark next to your notes, or whatever, and then go back and Say, 
can you explain this to me again, 1 don't understand it." 

While al1 participants identified the potential benefits of taking notes during class. 

some participants found it difficult to keep Pace with the verbal information being 

presented and making notes. While the instructor did not expect class members to 

keep Pace with her instructions at the moment she was explaining a portion of the 

lesson. some participants were attempting to do just that. According to these 

participants, three areas were claiming their attention-that is listening to the 

instructor, following her visual depictions on the white board as well as those of 

the textbook and watching their own monitors to make sure they were keeping 

pace. 

Robert: "...that's the way 1 learn. 1 have to write it before ... 1 don't 
know what kind of memory is that, but when 1 write, 1 learn. It 
stays there." 

Yolande: "I've always found that if I'm doing two things. Like if 
I'm writing and Iooking at the same time, it kind of reinforces it 
more than just by listening. 1 have to keep some kind of notes." 

Nicholas: "1'11 write a note but 1 have no idea, 1 write a different 
word. Instead of saying like, read it, 1 Say read something and 1 



may write something else and 1 may not remember what ... 1 put the 
wrong word there, and 1 cadt  remember my notes. 1 read them, 
sometimes like 1 keep them for a while, but when 1 get fed up 1 
throw them in the garbage. So I notice maybe very important 
sometime to refer to it, but like, sometirne 1 take, 1 don't take very 
much notes, but 1 accumulate the notes and 1 can't keep them any 
longer." 

Paul: "Even sometimes 1 don? take notes, because 1 said anyway, 
I'rn going to do it dl .  And secondly since, also, I am focussïng of 
the teacher's explanatioi 1 can't take notes too much. Because if 1 
take notes I'rn concentrating in writing my notes in, in find the 
words to put the notes in. 1 can lose what the teacher is saying. So 
I said to myself, 1 don? know, this is something that 1 have to work 
on also. Work on taking notes at the same time I'm you know, 
Iooking at what the teacher is, you know. And probably if 1 was 
able to do that, when 1 had my program, just look at my notes and 1 
could do it. But since 1 can't make that both combination ..." 

Asking participants to compare previous learning experiences with the leaniing of 

a word processing software in this course evoked very different responses. While 

no two participants viewed the question in quite the same light, overail 

participants cited their determination to succeed in this course regardless of any 

persona1 obstacles they had to overcome. 

Robert: "Well, 1 think it's tougher. Because of my age. Because 
the 1 s t  tirne 1 took the course, 1 think it was ... six, seven years ago. 
I think coming back to it is ah, its quite a gymnastic. Because, 1 
find out that 1 am less concentration. 1 have to work harder on the 
concentration." 

Nicholas: "WordPerfect 1 notice like ... it's kind of like Anteresting 
but kind ... Also lot's of thing to remember and to take care, to take 
into consideration. Like how many space to leave. And ... what 
type of, you can put a header, you can put a footer, you can put it 
left or right. And also Iike, you c m  change the style or you can 
change the page. If something was on page one, you can put it on 



page two, without erasing it and typing it again. It's look Iike 
interesting for me just king like, not like a computer literate." 

One participant cited the freedom to explore with which he approached learning 

this word processing software. 

Ronald: "1 know for WordPerfect 1 would go ahead. faster than the 
teacher, and wanting to, to get through the chapter and a desùe to 
speed up the pace, at lest for myself. 1 felt 1 could easily ah, 
... disseminate the information for that chapter. As opposed to 
some other courses where 1 would just simply go with the Pace of 
the teacher. I found it to be very user friendly and. with, since it 
was menu driven, 1 would just go and explore and if 1 didn't get the 
right, if 1 didn't figure out the first time, just keep playing with it 
and it was basically fun to explore and discover ahead of the 
teac her." 

Only one participant had recently attended a computer course. Paul 

acknowledged his negative experience, his resulting adverse feelings, and the 

apprehension with which he approached this present course. 

Paul: " Weil 1 think it's the best learning expenence that 1 have. 
Because I took once, it's almost one year ago, 1 took a computer 
course. but it was only windows. I took it at another CEGEP, you 
know, just on Saturdays. The pont is 1 was working long hours 
during the week. And then on Saturday 1 was a little tired. The 
course was early in the morning. So, sometirne I had, you know, 1 
wasn't motivated, because, ah, 1 went because I had to go. The 
class was crowded, you know. And there's students who had more 
knowledge in cornputers. Maybe that was new for hem, or 
whatever, they went, they had paid the course, and the teacher was 
speeding. So ah, and since that, 1 had nothing to boost me to stay 
there so ... 1 couldn't understand what she says, she used to say. At 
the beginning I had the best intentions. And then 1 lost 
completely, you know track, you know. 1 was far away and 
everything, so, 1 found it was a waste of tirne, so, 1 decided to not 
even go. And 1 stopped going. And right now, at the beginning, 1 
was scared, 1 said to myself, maybe the same thing is going to 



happen. You know 1 won? be able to, to, but you know, 1 was 
scared and everything. And since it's a smaller group and even in a 
different language. Because the other language 1 was doing in 
French. Even in English, you know 1 don? know why, but you 
know, I never get lost. And sometirnes could happen that 1 have 
like, ok 1 work late, you know. 1 was supposed to, ok, to do the 
homework for today, and I'm a little late, because I was 
overloaded. 1 have special permission. She goes, ok give it to me 
next time. Thatts the worst situation that happened right now." 

The major difference between previous experiences and this one seems to the 

determination with which the participants in this study approached leaniing this 

word processing software. For these participants this course appears to have 

represented an opportunity towards a new start? with this course potentiaily 

brining them one step closer to a new job. 

Yolande: "1 guess I'm more detennined 1 tend to um, to really want 
to succeed in this. 1 guess I'm much more detennined to learn 
something than when 1 was going to school before. Attitude. 
Attitude. You just want to, 'cause you know that, this al1 depends 
on, ah, this to finish this course It, it, you know, there's ah, there's 
ah, how can I say that in English, there's a goal at the end of it. 
There's like you know, you are there to find a job and there's a 
realism dong the way. " 

Within the information processing theme participants again characterized 

themselves as visual and aura1 learners. They related the visuai aspects in their 

preference for a hands-on approach to their leaming as well as listening to and 

observing the instnictor. The visual and a d  facets are also emphasized in the 

social interaction arnong learners when helping class members or when observing 

others. While most participants were at ease with the Pace of the course, a few 

participants indicated the need for a slower rate and more instmctor assistance. 



3 -3 Selecting; the main idea 

This category relates to the way leamen are able to pick out and focus on key 

ideas and criticai points in information they have read or heard. (Wein~tein~ 

Zirnmerman? and Palmer, 1988). In this word processing course many 

participants cited a predominance for working with the sof2ware as compared with 

reading the materiais associated with the course. This preference appears to be 

related to several factors including the visual nature of this computer software and 

participants' eagerness to attempt to apply their knowledge. 

Ronald: "Sometimes, actudly it's only now in the WordPerfect 
class where, since it's al1 windows, 1 would explore by myself, 
clicking on, seeing dl. you know, what happens if 1 do this, what 
happens if 1 do that. 1 do that for WordPerfect because 1 know that 
the worst thing is that the computer is going to tell me that you 
can't do it, or 1 know the program is not going to crash. So 1 just 
click. ... if there7s something 1 have to look up in the book, and 
then 1 go f h t  to the reference, so 1 can find precisely where it is in 
the book. Am, 1 would try to, for example, if 1 had to find out what 
the definition of a cwsor or what. how to use the speller. Go find 
any reference. Why, how it is one enters into the speller. I look at 
the screen, click." 

Nicholas: "...But me usually what I do is, I read the instructions. If 
the instructions give an example, 1 will look at the exarnple. But 
usually, Iike 1 read the whole chapter and to the homework or read 
a piece of a chapter, and if 1 do not have enough time, I will just 
start to do what 1 can and go back in case 1 get stuck suid complete 
the instruction or the explanation." 

Paul: "1 have a tendence to skip the directions, but when 1, it 
depends, its not in general. For exampie, in some things, basically 
in things who are focused more in practical things, ok 1 have a 
tendency first to ûy to do it on my own. An then when 1 get stuck 
and 1 can't, 1 go back step by step, ok to see what ..." 



Other participants, however, indicated a need to confirm their comprehension 

before attempting to apply their knowledge. 

Yolande: Y read through and go back to see if 1 understood what 1 
read the fmt  tirne. 1 just confïnn it again and then 1 do it." 

Robert: "Usuaily, before the course, 1 would read the next chapter' 
so 1 know what it7s ail about. 1 wili answer the questions at the end 
of the chapte- just to see. Then when we get in cIass the tacher 
taiks about it. 1 know what he is taking about, then if i have some 
questions about it, 1 look at it before, and then 1 ask questions." 

Those participants who indicated a preference for taking notes during class also 

indicated a h c t i o n  for these notes and a system for organizing their notes. 

Yolande: "I've always found that if I'm doing two things. Like if 
17m writing and looking at the same tirne, it kind of reinforces it 
more than just by listening. 1 have to keep some kind of notes. ... if 
1' m doing some kind of homework, 1 go back, 1 skim through and 1 
look for what problem 1 have at hand. As I'm making the notes, 
1'11 write out and Say this is important, 1-11 put an asterisk or 1'11 
highlight it, or 1 put important or else do a couple of astex-isks or 
whatever. 1 use markers, 1 use asterisks, 1 have a system that, 1 have 
that I used. It's a kind of litîle legend." 

Diane: "1 take lots of notes. Too much some times. They help 
me remember. As 1 write it down, it's Iike 1 try to understand what 
I'm writing at the same time. And 1 take lots of notes to help me 
remember what I'm supposed to go over it the same day or the 
same night to make sure I've gotten everything. ... I've always 
taken notes." 

Participants indicated that the fiequency of theu experience with the same word 

processing concept increased their ease working with the concept. A consequence 

of encountering some word processing concepts less fiequently, participants cited 

their dislike of these concepts and their confhion with them, even towards the 



end of the course. Several participants questioned the utility of those concepts, 

regardless of their potential applications. 

Paul: "Each time 1 see, you know, it's a recall and 1 have it in my 
mind. If 1 see that fiinction once, 1 won't remember it. 1 will l e m  
it but afier that 1 will forget it, you know. 1 have to several times 
use it, several times, and then, right now I know it's going to stay 
forever. ... Something that 1 did once and yet we practiced it a lot. 1 
think the only thing 1 can Say it's a little more difficult. Bit 1 know 
it' s not something totally difficult. Because, if I go over the book, 
whatever, 1 will have it. But i t 3  not something that 1, they show it 
to me once and then we didn't have an exam and big homework on 
it, you know what 1 mean. So it's why 1 can say right now if you 
tell me, do it, I will not do it right away." 

Diane: "Sometirnes one t h e  is enough. 1 might not necessarily 
remember it enough not to use my notes the next time, if there's a 
big difference in the time 1 use it, but the more tirne 1 do it the more 
1' II remember it." 

Yolande: "That's a little confusing button baq. You might never 
get it back. I've tried that. I hate that, I'm telling you. I'd much 
rather leave it like it is on the, the way it is on default. [laughter]" 

Nicholas: "1 notice' like, the more ofien 1 did some fiinction, it 
helps me to remember, and specially sometimes like at the 
beginning 1 just do it often and later 1 need to redo it one more time 
to remernber it again. But with time 1 will forget it. But 1 need to 
go back to it. It does cause me lots of problem. Sometime 1 forget 
them. Sometime, like there's a new fiuiction. 1 mean, I read it in 
the book but 1 can't remember it. 

The participants in this course clearly indicated their preference for rrying 

concepts on the computer rather than reading about them in a book. They also 

indicated that the more the experienced a concept the more cornfortable they 

becme with that concept and the more likely they were to remember it. 



Weinstein, Zimmerman, and Palmer (1988) refer to self-testing as how learners 

review information, how regularly learners engage in reviews, as well as how 

leamers prepare for classes and learning. In the context of this study the self- 

testing includes categories such as previewing materials before class and 

reviewing notes as well as the evaluating the chapters covered in the course and 

potentially redoing practical assignments. At the start of the course the instructor 

handed out a course outline which included a schedule of planned topics and 

chapters to be covered each week. Prior to concluding each class the instructor 

also indicated to class members the topic for the following week's class. 

Participants were therefore aware of the subject matter for each subsequent class. 

Two participants indicated that they previewed new material. Most participants 

concentrateci on reviewing. Those who indicated they reviewed a i s 0  

contextualized their review time in terms of a review of their notes, the textbook, 

and the practical assignments. 

Robert: "1 always want to see the chapter before the class. When 1 
preview, 1 don? go too much into details. Just overview what's 
going to be talked about and then, if it's two days in advance then, 
1 ask myself questions about it, when 1 get into class some 
explmations about this. ... most of the time it's a new thing, and I 
want to remember it so I listen to what the teacher says, and in the 
book 1 read about it, and it's the process of having previewed it 
before so 1 know the teacher would talk about it, so I know what 
he's talking about, then 1 go fiuther on." 

Diane: "And ah, I preview when, ah, I know in advance that in a 
class we're going to be doing a chapter. 1 like to go through the 
chapter beforehand. 1 don't necessarily read word for word, but 1 
like to see what's coming up." 



The opportunity to review and preview appears to have served several purposes 

for the participants in this study. It assisted participants in feeling prepared for a 

class. It may aiso have prevented them fkom feeling awkward by not 

understanding the topic of the class. As well these participants may have 

benefited by confïrming their understanding of a topic and thereby increasing their 

self-confidence. 

Paul: "Afier 1 go back. It's not for the sarne material, for example, 
cornputer it's practicd. So I have to practice al1 the time to make 
an assignment and everything. So this makes a constant review. 
...y ou have to review in order to do and to be ready, for exarnple. to 
understand the next class, the following class ... When I'm 
reviewing, ah, first of al1 1 focus on what we did in class. Do step 
by step and everything and um, f i e r  that make the assignment of 
the teacher, if there is an assignment. But. ah, you know, it's easy 
when I'm focussing." 

Robert: ". . -1 review for a short time. and then 1 go M e r  on. 1 
know al1 the procedures and everything. 1 do it, if it's a document. 
1 pnnt it and then 1 see, well ok, everything is right. But still 1 
would have, 1 would have, 1 would like to have one more shot at it. 
Just to be sure that everything is ok. But later, just forget it a bit, 
and then you go back to it and if you have it, then it's going to 
stay." 

Nicholas: "1 do review sometimes. But if I'm not, I do not 
understand the chapter very well, 1 will try to, to do the best, you 
know, in order to do the homework or just to remove a, remove the 
O bscurity between the understanding of the material." 

Ronald: ". . .Normal1 y speaking, yes 1 do. With WordPerfect.. .I 
haven't really because 1 found it pretty easy, and then when 1 go 
back to work it's ail menu driven windows, fiom looking at the 
screen, 1 remember, Oh, this is how you do something." 

Yolande: "Let's Say for a test. If 1 had to do a certain chapter, 1 
would go through it and as 1 go along if there's something else that 



I haven't already highlighted or underlined or circled 1 would do 
that. So 1 would reinforce it." 

In this study participants most participants used reviewing fiequently. Their 

reviews frequently took the fom of applying their knowledge to an application on 

the computer to confirm their ability to perform particular concepts. Only two 

participants indicated using previewing, and those who did indicated it was a 

strategy they had used in previous leaniing situations. 

3 -5 Motivation 

According to Weinstein, Zimmerman, and Palmer (1988) motivation refers to 

leamers willingness to work hard. This willingness implies that learners are seen 

to be responsible for attending to instruction and for actively constmcting the 

mental elaborations that make learning personally meanin-. In order for 

learners to accept responsibility for their own learning. they must be motivated to 

actively engage appropriate learning strategies. In this respect al1 of the 

participants in this study demonstrated high motivation to learn word processing. 

The participants in this study enrolled in this program at a point in time when they 

thought the training was relevant to their extrinsic and intrinsic goais. Al1 of the 

participants in this study identified the specific goal of firme employment as their 

reason for their enrollment. 

Paul: "1 was working in a company. And 1 lost my position. Part 
of it, it's because 1 had that, ok 1 was not computer literate and saw 
so much things in the company, really needed, you know, ok for 
the position and then 1 was a little fiustrated. So 1 said to myself, 
ok right now, and 1 used to dislike cornputers so much because it 



was for me something that 1 don? understand how it works. It was 
hard, you know, it's very oh, 1 don't know, so, 1 used to hate 
computers. And 1 knew it was something very usefd, you know 
helpful, and it was a base, basically, requirement to do everything. 
Right now in an office and when 1 lost the job, 1 decided to take ah, 
just computer courses like that and 1 said to myself, well if 1 just 
stick the computer courses, 1 have to apply in the field that 1, you 
know, that 1 want to work in ... and 1 spent, like maybe, a week 
looking for courses, ok with computer application, and fmally 1 get, 
I get that course. And 1 mentioned to him that 1 want to do it in an 
E n a s h  institution, you know, to be able to learn at the same time 
English, you know. So basically 1 was aying to solve al1 my 
problems. Language problem, computer problem, everything. And 
then 1 called Champlain, they said, ah we're going to have 
something in one month. 1 said exactly what 1 want." 

Diane: "Many years ago I quit my job, and when 1 went to stay 
home with my kids. When 1 decided to go back into the work 
force, there, was more difficult than 1 had remembered to get a job, 
and being off the market, my lack of experience over so many 
years, 5 - 6 years, 1 found it hard getting back in there, and 1 was 
working with WalMart, in reception, with boxes and stuff, 6 AM 
shift, on-cd. Even if they scheduled me, it was like, they work 
with, they have a lot of sales one day, they give you more hours the 
next day, they don't have any sales one day, they cut your hours. 
So itt s like, you never knew where you were and in January of last 
year they laid me off and so as soon as they laid me off 1 gave my 
narne for a course, 1 said, I've got to recycle myself somehow and 
um, that's how 1 came to this course. And when they called, they, 1 
was actuaily still on cal1 with WalMart, they had cdled me back 
and 1 had k e n  working like dmost fiil1 t h e  over the summer 
holidays. But 1 was so glad that they called me, 1 said, yes! [laugh] 
1 couldn't see rnyself working with heavy boxes for the rest of my 
life at WalMart at minimum wage, you know, it was awful. So I'm 
really glad this course came about." 

Participants in this study realized that while leaming one word processing 

computer software could assist them in achieving their goal of employrnent, 

ultimateIy their longer term objective would be to maintain their technological 

knowledge. 



Paul: "But the only thing in cornputers, you know, you have 
constantly, you know, keep in touch with it, because today it' s 
something that it makes here something new arrives, so that will 
change the whole prospect of everything, you know. So it's the 
only thing that 1 said to myself. Wow, it's moving too much, you 
know. I fs  a constant leaming." 

in addition to a visible goal, participants also enrolled for more personal. intrinsic 

reasons. 

Yolande: "1 guess I'm more determined. 1 tend to um, to really 
want to succeed in this. 1 guess I'm much more determined to 
learn something than when 1 was going to school before. Attitude. 
I guess. Attitude, You just want to, 'cause you know that. this al1 
depends on ah, this to finish this course it, it, you know there's ah, 
there's a, how can 1 Say that in English, there's a goal at the end of 
it." 

Paul: "First, you know, to type [laughter], and secondly, it's to 
learn the maximum possible. You know, even things who are 
basically not even part of the program. 1s to solve al1 my little ah, 
well ignorance. you know what 1 mean. And then also it's to try to 
be able to make my personal watch. Let's Say 1 look at the book. 
Let's Say if the teacher didn't cover a chapter for a particular 
reason. And if something new is coming, so to get that ability to 
read a computer instruction, ok software instruction, go over to the 
computer, you know what 1 mean, and try to, to make what they 
said." 

While some of the participants in this study recognized the significance of their 

own self-assessment, nevertheless this word processing course was a credit course 

and the grades received were based on extemal evaluation. Many of the 

participants in this study cited this extrinsic factor as determining their success in 

this course. 

Yolande: "To get a perfect score. 1 know it sounds terrible. But 1 
get so upset when 1 get one wrong or something. So far I've only 



got one wrong and I'm very upset. [laughter] 1 look at it this 
way ... 1'11 be very honest. It's not that 1 have to be better than 
everybody else, I'm not that vain. The thing is that 1 have 
sornething to prove to myself and 1 think if 1 was to go to a job 
interview, and there was me and somebody else who had the sarne 
kind of qualifications, 1 basically think the way it is in today's age 
is really sad, that they would look at my marks and say which one 
had the best marks. So kind of like put a lot of pressure on myself. 
Undue pressure. But this is the way 1 may be basicaily. Maybe 
later 1'11 be a little be more lax with myself, but right now I'm, 1 
have a lot of pressure to get dmost al1 the time perf'ect. It's not 
good but.. . [laughter) ." 

Diane: "From the grades I've been getting. Urn, 1 know I've 
leamed the prograrn. So, 1 like, 1 know I've got a final exarn with 
al1 the theory but I'm not going to worry about this course. So 1 
know I've done well before. So if 1 mess one exarn, from lack of 
knowing, remembering the tems and definitions, 1 do not care 
because I know I know it. So I know 1 can manage through it. 
And, so I'm not, for myself, 1 know that I'm grading myself, and 1 
know that I know it." 

Roland: "Marks. The marks 1 get for the course. On a personal 
level on how cornfortable 1 feel with ah, with WordPerfect, the 
program. And, ah, how easy, urn, 1 find it is to work with.." 

For many of the participants in this study their desire to master the word 

processing software in this course involved applying their knowledge through 

practical application. In turn, this practice involved additional time in the 

cornputer lab. These participants regarded the additionai practice time in the lab 

time as a key component in their learning. 

Yolande: "1 didn't think it was a hard course. I mean you l e m  and 
then &er that you basicaily ... But 1 think you have to do a Iot of 
work on your own. 1 mean, to, to, a lot of extra reviews and 
everythmg to not to lose it. Because anything you don't use, you 
know, like you tend to, you don? put it in your head, you just use it 
and ifs forgotten, you know. But this, 1 think, the more you 
practice, like anythmg, the more you. And you have to experiment, 
explore, go M e r  [laughter] If 1 have to do, if 1 have to do a 



project, I tend to do it on that. 1, right away, I'm on that. And 1 do 
a little extra, if 1 have some things to do. Am ... 1 try to use the 
computer a lot instead of writing anything. Practice that way. Um, 
during lab time. Lunch hour. M e r  school. Sorne Sanirdays. 
Whenever 1 have time. 1 have no life [laughter] so like ..." 

Nicholas: 'Sometime, like 1 stay till 10 o'clock or 1 1 o'clock at 
night just to do my word processing. Like 1 did &is week 1 did, 
like 1 put extra, like 10 hours on it this week. 1 need like, 1 think. 1 
usually, like what 1 did is 1 do one extra or two extra. That's whyt 1 
mean, I spend like many hours extra this week, because I just want 
to make sure." 

While al1 of the participants in this study had some previous experience with 

computers, for half of the participants word processing represented a new concept. 

Of particular interest to these new word processing users was the lack of 

restrictions and the flexibility that word processing represented. 

Yolande: ''...in this course here, 1 like the fieedom of using the 
computer. If there's certain exercises, but you never know. 
There's not a limit to what you can do. Like when 1 had in rny 
jobs, there was only a limit you had to go to. There was no 
fieedom of looking up a thing so 1 could create other things. So it 
was already using what was already there." 
Paul: "what 1 tike, is 1 can do everything that 1 like to do. For 
example, 1 can even, if 1 want to, make rny resurne. 1 cm, even if 1 
want to, type a letter. 1 can even, you know, now 1 know. But 
things that 1 never used to, 1 never imagined that 1 will be able to 
do one day. 1 can do it. And the only thing is when, you know, 
when you l e m  sornething ... 1 can Say it's more good feeling." 

To a considerable degree the motivation behind participants enrolling in a 

computer program appeared to be related to their attitude about computers. 



3.6 Attitude 

Weinstein, Zimmerman, and Palmer (1988) describe attitude as a learner's attitude 

about and interest in college- The participants in this study exhibited overall 

positive attitudes about computers and computer technology. Participants 

expressed confidence in their ability to leam word processing and their confidence 

level appeared to increase as the course progressed. These participants tended to 

deal with any doubts through a practicai. hands-on trial-and-error approach. 

Upon completing this course, ail of the participants in this study hoped to find 

computer related employment. For most participants this goal was closely linked 

with the relevance they believed they were gaining fiom the word processing 

course. 

Yolande: 1 think it's very important [word processing]. 1 mean, 
it's something that 1'11 probably use in the real world. I'm really, 1 
reaily like the course." 

Robert: ''1 think 9 out of 10. Maybe ten on ten. Because it 's 
practical and everyday. 1 think i fs  an everyday use. You use this 
program. You write letters everyday. If you're in business, you 
have to ..." 

Severai participants described their earlier negative attitudes towards computers 

and computer tec hnology. While these participants recognized their 

apprehensions, they also identified reasons for their present more positive views. 

Paul: "Well 1 think it's the k t  leaming experience that 1 have. 
Because 1 took once in a while, once, it's almost one year ago 1 
took a computer, maybe the same course but it was only windows. 
1 took it at another CEGEP, you know, just on Saturdays. The 
point is 1 was working long hours during the week. And then on 



Saturday 1 was a little tired. The course was early in the moming. 
So, sometime 1 had, you know, and 1 wasn't motivated, because, 
ah, 1 went because 1 had to go. The cIass was crowded, you know. 
And there's students who had more knowledge in cornputers. 
Mayk that was new for them, or whatever, they went, they had 
paid the course, and the teacher was speeding. So oh, and since 
that, 1 had nothing to boost me to stay there so. 1 couldn't 
understand what she says, she used to say. At the beginning 1 had 
the best intentions. And then 1 lost completely, you know, track, 
you know, 1 was f a  away and everything so. 1 found it was a waste 
of t h e  so. 1 decided to not even go. And 1 stopped going. And 
right now, at the beginning, 1 was scared, 1 said to myself, maybe 
the same thing is going to happen. You know 1 won't be able to, to 
but, you know, 1 was scared and everything and since it's a smaller 
group and even in a different language, because the other language 
1 was doing in French, even in English, you know, I don't know 
why, but you know, 1 never get lost, and sometimes could happen 
that 1 have like, ok 1 work late, you know. 1 was supposed to, ok, 
to do the homework for today, and I'm a little late, because 1 was 
overloaded. 1 have special permission. She goes, ok give it to me 
next tirne. That's the worst situation that happened right now." 

Paul: "Right now I'rn not scared of the computer, the way 1 used 
to. And 1 basically leam so many things. And 1 practice, you know 
1 spent tirne practising and everything so, 1 cm, 1 went over al1 my. 
you know, my problems, you know. But it's sure I still have 
problerns to solve and everythng, but ah, but now there's so many 
things that 1 leam ." 

Yolande: 1 like everything. 1 like the fieedorn of working on my 
own. Working on my own time. Freedom of expression. 
Nanirally. 1 like to uml even if 1 don't have work to do, 1'11 go in a 
lab and try out new things on it." 

Haif of the participants in this study had previous experience with a lower level of 

this word processing software. These same participants had al1 acquired their 

knowledge without benefit of forma1 instruction and al1 owned a persona1 

computer. While their fragrnentary knowledge in some areas caused participants 

to employ the word processing software in limited ways, nevertheless their 



previous expenences with this s o k a r e  appeared to provide participants with 

confidence as they had previously encountered some obstacles which they 

managed to overcome. 

Diane: "1 knew the program a bit. I've got one on my computer at 
home but it's not the same thùig and I've never had a course on it. 
Someone lent me the diskettes for the 5.1. WordPerfect 5.1. It's 
similar. ... I'd seen some of it before. i'd played around with 
it ... tried out my errors and lost files. Some things 1 didn't know at 
d l ,  like the double spacing. 1 didn't know how to do it. Like if 1 
had an essay to do, and at home 1 went through like by line, and did 
like a double space, so it'li be usefùi. Urn, now 1 h o w  how to 
double space on it." 

Ronald: "If 1 look at my, I have WordPerfect 5.1 at home, while at 
school we have a later version. It's got this windows button bar, 1 
fmd it easy to work with. 1 can't say I've had any concerns." 

Robert: "! have a computer at home, so 1 already practiced on it 
more. Some things i didn't know. 1 never used a mouse. 1 didn't 
know that the computer had reveai codes, 1 never had this thing. 
We're learning new things now' margins, tabs 1 never used that. 
It' s been very good so far. Some of it has k e n  j ust reviewing old 
things 1 learned before by myself. It's giving me more confidence 
in the machine. It's very practical. It's giving me a strong base 
and giving me confidence." 

Diane: "...is that having to follow step by step, because some 
people are slower and some things 1 already know and having to 
wait for the others. I'd iike to play with it more." 

Ronald: "1 have a tendency to go, during the walk through, to go 
ahead by myself. Ah, and to start doing the assignments, and 
sometimes 1'11 tune out of my assignment and tune into what's 
she' s saying for some key ùlings. 1 guess 'cause I'm looking 
forward to speeding on. 'Cause 1 know 1 can do it by myself 1 
can, for the most part, figure it by myself. Somethes, actuaily it's 
only now in the WordPerfect class where, since it's al1 windows, 1 
would explore by myself, clicking on, seeing dl ,  you know, what 
happens if 1 do this, what happens if 1 do that. 1 do that for 
WordPerfect because 1 know that the worst thing is that the 



computer is going to teil me that you can't do it, or 1 know the 
program is not going to crash. So 1 just click." 

Those participants for whom this course represented their first expenence with a 

word processing software expressed a desire for a somewhat slower pace. 

Yolande: "1 only had a problem the first day, because 1 know that 1 
found that the teacher was ... the fm day 1 had a lot of problems. 1 
didn't understand anything . . . because I figured.. .I' ve already spo ken 
to the teacher about it, but 1 figure that she was very overwheImed 
with everybody. Especially when there was some that were 
difTerent levels of knowledge of computen in the class. 1 was 
totally lost. 1 had to have somebody explain it to me for an hour. 
Re-do everything ." 

Nicholas: "The teacher should explain less fast. So that 1 can note 
it and then it may help me like that. But otherwise, if the teacher 
go, go ... sometime 1 notice is better like to, to, have a theory fmt, 
and second and try to remember what the theory are and do the 
practice der, like key it der." 

The participants in this study were al1 determined to continue leamhg word 

processing in the future. in p- participants felt that technology is changing at a 

rapid Pace requiring continual leaming. As well, these participants believed that 

their present knowledge level wouid make future learning easier. Thus, most 

participants believed they would take another class, likely a more advanced level 

of a word processing software. It is interesting that while most of the participants 

felt they would be able to learn on their own, they expressed a preference for a 

course in which they could interact with others and benefit fiom the assistance of 

Robert: "Since I'm, 1 will be up-to-date, so 1 do not want to get 
back again and try to catch up aîter. It's hard. Since now you 
know it, so you are in there, so ah, you may as well go on with it." 



Yolande: "1 understand it. And if there was another course on it, 1 
would take it again. Like a continuance. you know. Like you 
know, there's a lot of things that I'd like to learn. Um, that I'd like 
to, we didn't learn everythuig in this course, and I'd like to leam if 
there was more, that I'd like to l e m  more. Basically it's a very 
interesting course. I'd like to continue if there was iike a word 
processing II, or whatever, I'd like to do that." 

Ronald: "1 liked, so far I've, 1 really enjoyed the class, being in 
class. class experience, that way of leaming it. Um, 1 guess partly 
because the teacher is there to push you, push you dong. So 1 
really enjoyed the ciass experience." 

Diane: "Oh, actually 1 did, once or nvice in the classes, 1 did go 
ahead and work by myself, that's true. I'd forgotîen that. But ah. 1 
prefer having her tell me how to do it. 1 do not know why. 1 guess 
it's simpler [laughter]. It takes less effort. I don't know 1 prefer 
that. But, ah, 1 ccjuld have. 1 could have taken the book and read 
step-by-step and leamed it by myself." 

In general participants in this word processing course exhibited positive attitudes 

towards lesuning this cornputer software. Any previous negative attitudes 

resulting fiom earlier experiences with technology were dispelled by the positive 

experiences participants described in this word processing course. 

3.7 Anxietv 

Weinstein. Zimmerman, and Palmer (1 988) describe anxiety as concems leamers 

may have related to school work. Many of the descriptors used in this category 

correspond to leamers' apprehensions related to grades and tests. Overall the 

participants in this course did not express great anxiety towards leaniing word 

processing. No cornmon concems were expressed by the participants. Those 

areas of apprehension which participants did identim focused on the technical 
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aspects of written materials. One participant compared his age with those of other 

class members. 

While a number of participants in this study identified hi& marks as 

representative of their success in this course, only one participant, Nicholas, 

expressed worry about test and grades. Nicholas expressed his conceni with 

succeeding in the course and compared himself to other class rnembers several 

times during our interviews. 

Nicholas: The question is myself, is more like having, having to 
do, if I'm going to pass it or doing well in it inside. But like to try 
to learn something and to be able to do it is two different things for 
me.'' 

Nicholas: "...itYs complicated just to do it [word processing] . 
That's like hell for me. 1 noticed like that it, but people who know 
how to do it, they just got it like that. Not me, like 1 mean, 1 didn't 
get it." 

This sarne participant voiced his fears of not king able to resolve problems and 

his need of frequent assistance fiom the instmctor. 

Nicholas: "Sometime like it's, 1 did a mistake. 1 enter something 
extra or missing something and the cornputer just ... understand the 
cornmand differently, and it just panic me. Sometirnes there's 
certain instructions like, 1 don? know, I just hit an extra button or 
enter the proper, 1 mean, the proper key, and I'm hstrated, get 
scared you know. 1 notice, it's like, really kind of, really 1 need 
someone beside me. It's hard to, like to wait and k i n g  in the class 
and find a helpo 'specially." 

Severai participants indicated that they found reading the more technical aspects 

of the textbook to be challenging. For four of the participants in this study, 

English was not their first language. One participant in particular had lived and 



studied in three countries, in three different languages. Paul cited the challenge 

that reading a word processing instruction manual represented. 

Paul: "...there so many things to, so many instructions, so many 
vocabulary, every words, you know what 1 mean. That you have to 
ah, you know, you have to, stand there and you have to analyze 
them, and it's too technical, you know what 1 mean. So, it's the 
technicality of the software when you are reading them, and 
everythmg. So it's the only thing. Basicaily, I'm scared of, like 
read. to read, um. But it's just in one aspect. It's only technical 
stuff. Cornputer. The only thing. But in other aspects, 1 do not 
have any problem to read." 

During the lab tirne the instmctor would circulate among the class rnembers and 

assist individual learners with questions. As the instructor was frequently 

working with one individual- other learnen would discuss their questions with 

one another. At times several small group discussions might occur 

sirnul taneousl y. Several participants in this study f o n d  this disturbing. 

Robert: "...if you do not know a thing you have to be, you have to 
concentrate, and 1 cannot concentrate in noise. If there's noise 
around, 1 c m  do it, but it will take more time. There is too much 
noise in the class. Some times 1 think of bringing some ear plugs, 1 
need that. There's too much noise, we do not, 1 would almost Say 
respect, but for them it's natural, 1 think." 

Ronald: "...if there is constantly disturbance in the class. That's ah, 
which breaks the flow of the teacher, or the student concentration. 
That doesn't help." 

One participant, Robert, considered himself to be the oldest adult learner in this 

class. Robert indicated a preference for an age-segregated learning environment. 

Robert: 9t's my age. 1 have life experience and 1 know what I'm 
here for. It seems like there is, like, ah, what's that sleeping and 
talking in the teacher's fàce. 1 do not Iike that. It's not the way 1 



understand it. I me- 1 have to, to ah, be ah, very, very, how can 1 
Say, very attentive and 1 do not think as a younger students do. 1 
have to, it's slower for me to understand ... For the young students. 
there are dmost ... they go too fast sometimes. It's really too fast. 
Too fast for me. If we were al1 people of the sarne age. There's 
one or two that's almost the same age as me. We understand each 
other, because we follow the same pace. The other ones are going 
fast. ... if we were al1 people, al1 the same age, or ten years, not bad 
but when we have twenty years, some people are twenty years 
younger than 1 am, some twenty-five years younger than 1 am. too 
much difference, I think, in the same group and it affect my 
learning because 1 have to work harder because 1 didn't 
understand." 

Few participants in this study expressed concems related to the Ieaming of this 

word processing software. Individual concems which were communicated were 

specific to the participants who voiced them. 

3.9 Control in leaming 

Control in learning can be viewed fiom two perspectives-extemal and intemal. 

External control reflects management functions and focuses on issues such as 

planning, directing, and evaluating education. Interna1 learner control is both a 

learner's cognitive process and a learner's predisposition to accept responsibility 

for leaming. While the cognitive aspect is considered to be a private one, the 

responsibility for it implies that a learner is actively involved in the learning 

process. Thus the process is one in which a learner creates meaning through 

critical reflection to integrate new ideas and Somation (Candy, 199 1 ; Garrison, 

1993). In this study participants identified both those aspects which in their view 

made leaming a word processing software complex and those aspects which 



participants considered made leaming easy. in most cases participants did not 

relate either of these areas to the software itself. That is participants did not state 

they considered a particular word processing function or concept to be easy. 

Rather participants identified other elements beyond the software which facilitated 

tbeir leaming of this word processing software. These elements were focused 

primaily in two areas: the opportmity to practice and apply word processing 

concepts in a hands on manner; and, the guidance and support of the instructor 

throughout the course. 

Paul: " ...p ractice it ail the tirne. You know, it's l e m  it and apply 
it. It's application. As soon as you do no& you know. apply i& and 
everythmg, you will not basically have the full control of it and 
then, now you are starting to like havïng, you know, problems, you 
know. So it's pure application." 

Ronald: "Basically practice. 1 think you have to do exercises, and 
repetition to then make it later on easier. When. when you are, 
when you actually have to do work with a program." 

Yolande: "...well if there's somebody able to teach you, that you 
listen and you learn and somebody is expressing, 1 find it's very 
easy if, if you jus1 listen. Listen to what they're saying and not 
trying to, you know, like evaluate this in your head. Just listen, and 
after, basically break it down." 

NichoIas: "...Having a teacher who teach you the subject well, but 
not too fast. Specially like the teacher, usually if, if the teacher, if 
it happen the teacher go a bit fast it may be hard to catch up and 
especially for some, not everybody have a same pace. Some are 
more [computer] literate than others." 

Thus whiIe participants indicated confidence in their ability to succeed, they also 

stressed the need for ongoing support. During the second interview, which took 

place towards the end of the course, 1 asked participants what they considered 



was the b e a  way to l e m  a word processing software. Al1 participants, even those 

who indicated they could continue to learn word processing on their own, stated a 

preference for an instmctor led course. 

Yolande: "1 understand i t  And if there was another course on it, 1 
would take it again. Like a continuance, you know. Like, you 
know there's a lot of things that 19d like to l e m .  Um, that I'd like 
to ... we didn't learn everything in this course, and I'd like to learn if 
chere was more, that I'd like to l e m  more. Basically, it's a very 
interesting course. I'd like to continue, if there was like a word 
processing II, or whatever. I'd like to do that." 

Diane: "Using the textbook more. 1 could have done it by myself. 
But ah, 1 prefer having her tell me how to do it. 1 don't know why. 
1 guess it's simpler. I don't know. But E could have. 1 could have 
taken the book and leamed it by myself. 

Paul: "1 can Say right now, 1 have the b a i s  to do a lot of things on 
my own, for example. But 1 need to be very motivated to do it. 
You know. because you have, ok when they give you something, 
and they tell you what to do. and they expect results fiom you, and 
you have no choice. It's a pressure. But 1 think that if 1 had i t  I 
will be able, you lcnow, if i f s  not something complicated, if its's a 
continuation of what 1 learned. You know, 1 think 1 will be abte to 
do it. 1 can't do that aione, alone. But sometime 1 would be able to 
do some of them alone and others of them 1 would have to go for 
some kind of help." 

Interviewer: " What do you believe is the best way to l e m  a word 
processing software?" 

Diane: "Having someone teach you. Show you how to do it. And 
doing it at the same time and having the chance to practice it. 
Even though sometimes 1 found there was a lot of repetition, the 
exercises. 'Cause sometimes they were long and the chapter 12, 
the merge, there's a lot of typing in and 1 guess 1 didn't like to type 
in d l  that stuff. But ah, that's how you leam it. That's how 1 
remembered it. By doing it, over and over again. That helped 
me." 



Ronald: "1 like, so far I've, 1 really enjoyed the class. Being in 
class, the class expenence, that way of leaming it. Um, 1 guess 
partly because the teacher is there to push yoy push you dong. If 
there are other methods, I'm not really fully aware of which might 
be better. So 1 enjoyed the class experience." 

In this study participants identified less fiequently experienced word processing 

fùnctions as more complex. That is when participants considered they did not 

have the opportunity to practice a specific funchon or if they assessed a concept as 

less useful, it was considered more complex. 

Yolande: "...modimng the button bar. [laughter] That's a little 
confusing. You might never get it back. I've tried that. 1 hate that, 
I'm telling you. I'd much rather leave it like it is on the, the way it 
is on default. [laughter] It's a little harder, the button bar. You 
know, like you can really, 1 know you can go back to ah, the 
default one, but ah. 1 mean that's ah, you'd have to, but 1 do not 
know if you'd use that very ofken in the work place, changing your 
button bar al1 the time, you know, ah, so 1 think that wodd be more 
of a task than anything else." 

Robert: "Well, one we do not use much is the thing with the button 
bars. Create our own button bars, we do not use that much. 
Spacing, we do it, we did it often. And retrieve file, we do every 
day. So ..." 

Participants also associated complexity of a task with factors such as one missed 

step in a series or instances which required combining a number of huictions 

together in one document. When problems arose under these circumstances, 

participants often favored an 'erase and start over' method of correction, despite 

the extra time this approach might involve. This may in part account for 

participants preference for practice time. 

Nichofas: "Especially when, 1 do my homework two days d e r  [the 
class]. If 1 get stuck, Iike usually like nobody to help me. 1 try to 
check in the book, tum the page, but sometime 1 do not read even 



the chapter. 1 just depend on the tacher. What he or she explain 
in class. Like I try to figure it out, or 1 ask someone to help me 
but ... . Sometime you really like ... spend most of the tirne like 
doing, like garbage, and erase it and do it again." 

Diane: "1 guess, when I'm by myself, not king sure of doing 
something, and trying it. and then losing everything, and try-hg to 
figure out what 1 did wrong. What I should have done." 

Robert: "When you do not, you cannot go on with this thing. You 
do not have any instructions on how to go on with the specific task. 
You try, you try. That's what I do. 1 go back, erase again, and do 
it again, and d e r  a half an hour or an hour I say, well I'm stuck. I 
need instructions." 

One participant identified the attitude a learner brings to the task as the 

component which could hinder learning. 

Yolande: "I think, I think the ah, anybody is able to learn 
something. It's when you put it in your head that you are not going 
to leam it, that's when a task gets cornplex." 

In general participants were vague in describing the ways in which they mentally 

organized the information they had leamed. However, ail included application 

through practice on the computer as their single most important approach. In this 

regard, participants in this study considered the visual aspect of the computer and 

the software as intrinsicall y linked and one wfiich permitted participants to 

elaborate their learning through active experimentation. 

Ronald: "Usually, seeing the menus. That' s helped me to 
remember. And through repetition." 

Diane: "I've never really thought about, 1 do not know. It just um, 
it's just there, 1 guess. I've never thought about that. If I do not 
know something and I'm trying to remember it, when then 1'11 have 
to look at my program, but turning on the computer and trying it. 



That 1 can figure out, but actually how mentally, how does it work. 
1 do not know." 

One participant identified an elaboration approach in which he identified applying 

word processing concepts to applications beyond those assigned in class. 

Paul: "In another homework 1 had an assignment in business 
dynamics. So while 1 was doing business dynarnics, oh, ok, 1 learn 
something in class. Let's try to make some application in it. 
Because 1 did it in homework. But if I'm geniag myself out of the 
homework. let's Say how do 1 put something with a different color. 
and how to basically put italics, how to use subscript or 
superscript. You know, while I'rn doing, 1 say, ah, let me put 
something where 1 can use the subscrîpt and superscript. Let me 
basically put headers and footers. So 1 said to myseif, we l e m  
how to put a footnote, let's try to put a footnote there. You know 
what 1 mean. As soon 1 do that. Out of the context of the 
homework and everything, you know 1 found the real necessity of it 
and that something was going to stay, more than ever." 

Participants also experienced some dificulty in expressing recognition of their 

knowledge. 

Yolande: "It's just understood. 1 mean, 1 mean, there's no, it's just 
automatic. If 1 do not understand something, 1'11 ask it. But i f s  
just autornaticl you basically know." 

Robert: "When I'm ready to do something else. To advance, to 
another thing, another problem." 

Paul: "When 1 c m  even sit down, think about it and remember it, 
you know ... I do not have to basically, you know, make x-ray. It's 
when 1 can Say 1 know it." 

Nicholas: "Sometime it's a bit hard to Say, really. Because 
sometime 1 was confident when 1 go in exam, when 1 do the exam, 
like it may be something easier, and 1 do not know it. Or like 1 just 
do it upside down. Thinking like to know it. Or, 1 notice it is not 
like this way, like to do it." 



Ronald: "When 1 know it's not one course which 1 feel I have to, to 
put more work into it. When 1 know aiready, when on al1 the 
exercises and tasks i'm already getting 90% or 95%. When, 
because 1 feel very cornfortable with it." 

During the second interview, which took place towards the end of the course, 1 

asked the participants how they felt regarding learner involvement in planning and 

conducting the learning expenence. 1 expected that these autonomous adults 

would have definite ideas and would endorse this principle. however while 

participants expressed agreement with the principle they also preferred to leave 

course direction to the computer teacher. It may be that for thosr participants for 

whom this course represented their initial introduction to word processing were 

willing to forego a more involved role and allow themselves the time to 

concentrate on gaining an understanding of word processing before assuming 

more direction in their own learning. 

Ronald: " 1 would agree with ah, having some sort of say with the 
teacher. Um, exactly how much I'm not too sure, because I'm, 1 
don't know maybe what's required for me to be able to fully 
understand what's expected of me in a work environment to be 
able to work with word processing. The teacher will better know 
what's, what a student should essentially know. And the teacher, 
so that point 1'11 leave it in the teacher's hand to tell me, like you 
need to know al1 this to be able to go into a work envuonment and 
work with WordPerfect." 

Paul: "1 could have, obviously. But as 1 said, since I'm taking al1 
course, you know and ... and gradually 1 was trained to like de-stress 
myself on the computer and everything. Because if 1 look at 
myself at the beginning fiom right now. At the beginning, 1 can't 
Say that 1 had more things, but the point is it was, everything was 
totally new for me. You know, so 1 was spending more time, and 
right now, I'm spending a Iittle more tirne in it. It's not of the, ok, 
I had like the, a lot more to do for the teacher, but it's part of it. 



But also it's the feeling that, you know, f want to know in a short 
penod of tirne how much, the max possible in it." 

While half of the participants in this study had previous word processing 

experience, none of these adults had used a word processing software in a work 

related environment. These participants may have been willing to cede adult 

autonomy in favor of a teacherdirected learning experience in part to ensure they 

understood how word processing concepts related to a business environment. 

Al1 of the participants in this study were deterrnined to succeed. Towards this 

objective they took advantage of fiee time in the lab outside of the scheduled class 

time duxing the week and on week-ends. 

Paul: "1 stayed here sometimes until like maybe the latest for that, 1 
think 1 1 o'clock at night. And after ciass on Wednesdays, 1 leave 
at 9 o'clock, 9:30, 10:OO o'clock one night. You know, and oh yes. 
1 stayed a lot of times to practice." 

Robert: 'The amount of t h e  depends on, like 1 said, the last three 
weeks, there, 1 had to put more in it. So regardless what 1 do at 
home, here well, 1 stayed after class, I'd Say three day, 1 came in, 1 
came in on Sunday, three hours on Sunday, 1 did last Sunday, to 
keep up with things." 

Yolande: "Um during lab time. Lunch hour. M e r  school. Some 
Satwdays. Whenever 1 have time. 1 have no life [laughter] so 
like. ..If 1 have to do, if 1 have to do a project, 1 tend to do it on 
that. 1, right away, I'm on that. And 1 do a little ex- if 1 have 
some things to do. A L I  try to use the computer a lot instead of 
writing anything. Practice that way. And you know, you have to 
do, take the initiative, because nobody else is gonna. You know, 
you can do it in class but if. ..'cause a lot of people have computers 
at home. They practice at home, so you don't see hem practicing, 
but a lot of people are on the computea." 



Participants felt that this additiond time af5orded them the opportunity to apply 

their knowledge to work assigned in class, and to review previously covered 

material. 

Robert: "Once you don? know something, something in the past, 
you can not go M e r .  You have to go around and then catch up 
with the program. We have to do the same thing two or three times 
in a week so we can remember it. Because 1 did that I think once. 
We learn somethùig and 1 couidn't do it because of dl the work we 
had. When I came back to it the next week, 1 didn't know what to 
do. But it came back pretty fast. Once I was in it, then 1 started 
remernbering things. But 1 said to myself, if 1 had practice once or 
twice 1 wouid know it, no problem with that, 1 would keep on 
going. When 1 know al1 the procedures and everything. 1 do it, if 
it's a document. I print  if^ and then 1 see, well, ok' everything is 
ri&. But d l ,  I would have, I would have I would like to have 
one more shot at it. Just to be sure that everything is ok. But later. 
Just forget it a bit, and then you go back to it, and if you have it, 
then it's going to stay." 

In this study participants expressed components related to both their interna1 and 

extemal control in leamhg this word processing software. While they were 

willing to accept responsibility for their own learning. these participants were less 

inclined to exert control over the areas related to the planning and directing of a 

technology related course. 
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3.9 Summary of the Findines 

The following section summarizes the hdings in the eight themes identified in 

the previous section. 

3.9.1 Findinas reriardin~ studv aids 

- Participants expressed a definite preference for teacher-directed 

instruction. 

- Participants indicated a preference for dual instructional methods: oral 

instructions and visual explanations. 

- Participants used the textbook mainly to apply new word processing 

software concepts through the exercises provided at the end of each 

chapter . 

- Participants felt that the theory sections in the textbook which dealt with 

the terminology and definitions to be unnecessary. 

- Participants used a trial and error approach when working through the 

assignments. 

3.9.2 Findinas reaarding information processing 

Participants preferred to see their own results of an application on their 

computer monitor, rather than to view those presented in the textbook. 

- Most participants indicated a willingness to assist other class members and 

to be assisted by them. 
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- Participants indicated that peer modelling helped them to consider 

alternate methods when applying word processing concepts to 

applications. 

- Participants first tried to resolve their own questions but did not hesitate to 

seek the assistance of the instructor. 

- Some participants felt that some alternate t h e  should be set aside for ciass 

mernbers with many questions. 

- While most participants did not relate this word processing course with 

past leamhg experiences, al1 viewed it as bringing them one step closer to 

achieving their goal of future employrnent. 

3.9.3 Findinns regardine selectine the main idea 

- Some participants read an entire chapter and followed directions by 

skimming through al1 of them, then going back and doing them. Others 

read the chapter and folIowed the directions sequentially without 

previewing them. Others preferred to skip both the chapter and the 

directions and proceed directly with the exercises. 

- Most participants attempted to take notes during the walk-through portion 

of the class but indicated dificulty in Iistening to the instructor, trying to 

keep up with the instructions, and writing at the sarne time. 

- Participants believed repetition was the best way to leam and remember 

new word processing software information. 

3 -9.4 Findinns rezardine self-testinq 
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- Most participants reviewed previous class material using a combination of 

their notes and the textbook following a class but for most participants this 

review included hands-on application using the word processing software. 

- Most participants experimented and applied word processing concepts to 

documents outside of the course material and believed this additional 

application strengthened and broadened thek knowledge. 

3 -9.5 Findings regardine motivation 

- Participants enrolled in this word processing course when they had 

identifiable goals which they felt this course wouid m e r  enable them to 

accomplish-namely, finding new employment . 

- Participants indicated that becoming technologically current represented a 

first step and that they wished to maintain this levei through future 

courses. 

- Most participants made extensive use of the lab outside of class time to 

experiment and practice. 

- Participants were deterrnined to succeed and this determination was 

proportionate to their level of effort. 

- Participants identified intemal and extemal motivationai factors. 

- Participants appreciated the flexibility and lack of restrictions that this 

word processing sofiware afforded them. 

3 -9.6 Findinns re~ardinn attitude 
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- Those participants with previous negative attitudes towards computer 

technology related these attitudes to previous educationai experiences. 

- Participants gained in satisfaction and self-assurance when they were able 

to fix their own errors. 

- Participants with previous self-taught knowledge of a lower level of this 

word processing software exhibited greater confidence and a desire to 

proceed at a quicker pace than those for whom this course represented an 

initial experience with word processing. 

Al1 participants expressed a desire to continue Iearning more advanced 

word processing concepts. 

- While many participants indicated they would feel capable of autonomous 

instruction when continuing to learn advanced word processing or new 

word processing software, al1 indicated their preference for another 

instmctor-led course. 

3.9.7 Findinns related to anxiety 

- Participants did not exhibit any cornmon fears regarding cornputers or 

computer technology. 

- Areas which individual participants identified as causing concern included 

reading technical materials and age. 

- Only one participant compared his abilities to the abilities of other class 

members. 

3.9.8 Findinps related to control in learninq 
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Participants did not believe they had assisted in planning their iearning 

experience, nor did they think it was appropnate that they should help plan 

it. 

Participants stated their leamhg was directly linked to their hands-on use 

of the computer. 

Participants identified that king able to make the computer do what they 

wanted it to confmed their learning. 

Participants did not relate their leaming of word processing to the software 

itself. 

Participants believed that practice and repetition represented key 

components in their leaming of a word processing software. 

Participants were not overly concemed with mernorizhg individual keys 

or keystrokes as they believed they were able to accomplish a task when 

working with this word processing software. 

Participants relied on the support, encouragement, and direction provided 

by the instructor. 

The following section presents a M e r  discussion of the findings and computer 

related theoretical and empirical literature and identifies how that literature 

compares to these findings. 
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CHAPTER 4 - DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS AND LITERATURE 

The previous section presented the fmdings of a study that explored fiom the 

perspective of adult learners: (a) the leaming strategies of the participants and 

which strategies the found most useful in their leamhg of a word processing 

software; (b) their views of their control in leaniing a word processing sofnvare; 

and, (c) those l e d g  resources which the participants preferred to use , as well 

as how these resources assisted them in their learning of a word processing 

software. 

This section discusses the literature that deals with adults and computer 

instruction as it relates to the findings. 

The findings were presented in the form of eight themes: study ai&, information 

processing, selecting the main ide& self-testing, motivation, attitude, anxiety. and 

control in leaniing. As much as possible, the discussion of related literature is 

presented using those same themes to assist with understanding the fmdings and 

existing literature. However, it should be noted that the categones are not 

independent but highly interrelated. 

4.1 Studv Aids 

Participants in my study used a variety of study aids to help them leam this word 

processing software. While most of the participants depended on the instructor to 

provide an overall course direction, they also expressed and demonstrated their 
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preference for active expenmentation without reference to course matenais, even 

when this approach meant fiequent retrials of the sarne work. 

The participants in my study relied on the instructor to plan and direct their 

instruction. While half of the participants had previously completed some self- 

directed word processing training, most participants indicated that the instructor 

was best placed to select, sequence, and introduce instructional events. 

Participants also felt that not bearing the responsibility for this task permitted 

them to concentrate on the instruction provided. While it is somewhat surprising 

that these participants, who are autonomous decision makers in most areas of their 

lives. preferred an instructor-led class. iiterature reveals that preference for an 

instnictor-led class is not unusual. Feuer and Geber (1988) report that adult 

learners, when entering an educational-based environment, may first revert to 

their previous roles as passive learners. Cross (198 1) also points out that adults 

who have advanced M e r  in formai schooling are most likely to prefer structured 

classes and lectures. According to Bouclavas (1989) this suggests that addts may 

operate on one level in their area of expertise but at other stages in domains with 

which they are less expert. 

In this snidy the instructor provided Iearners with direct instruction, included a 

walk-through or step-by-step guide of the day's lesson, a visual depiction of the 

overall objective on the white board and significant tirne and materiai with which 
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to practice the content. The walk-through provided learners with guided 

instruction, and enabled them to actively participate in achieving the lesson 

objective. This learning experience provided an environment with multiple cues 

including hands-on experiences, experiential leaming and audiovisual aids, to 

support leaming of this word processing software (Twitchell. 1996). 

The participants in my study expressed a preference for oral and visual instruction 

provided by the instructor. According to most participants, the walk-through 

methodology, which consisted of an oral explanation by the instnictor, a visual 

drawing on the white board, and an instructor-led, and learner executed step-by- 

step guided tour through the lesson, provided a comprehensive overview. If they 

encountered a problem during the walk through, participants indicated they were 

able to cal1 on the instructor for assistance and correction at that moment- 

Participants also indicated that they did not relate to the theory provided in the 

textbook as they might not be experiencing that particular concept at the time of 

reading about it in the book. Refemng to the textbook was not reflective of a 

preferred study method by most participants in my study. When they did refer to 

the textbook for information participants indicated they found searching for 

information in the textbook a long process which did not always lead to the 

desired resuits. In this respect participants may have preferred brief one-page 

jargon sheets or additional help sheets to assist them remember concepts. These 
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types of learning aids which rank the information. usually use short sentences with 

one idea per sentence, thus reducing the processing load (Twitchell, 1996; 

Wedemeyer, 1983). In their study Zandri and Charness (1989) found that those 

adults provided with these types of sheets took less time to complete the 

instructional classes and asked fewer questions. 

As well. participants in my study observed that the language and terminology 

found in the textbook at times led to confusion. These findings reflect research 

which shows that learners use of terminology afTected their acquisition of 

cornputer-related topics (Kay, l992b; Carroll and Mack, 1984). Kay found that if 

Iearners use terminology that is vague. they may not be able to fmd the words 

which describe their desired actions. As well, non-standard tenninology. while 

clear, may clash with appropriate computer tems causing confusion. 

Altematively, using incorrect tenninology, that is mis-Iabeling terms and 

definitions. may lead to learners' bewildement. 

4.2 Information Processing 

Information processing refers to the way which leamers elabrate their learning. 

In this study leamers described themselves as visual and verbal learners. Their 

information processing strategies centered on an active hands-on approach and 

depended on applying their word processing software knowledge in a practical 

way using the computer and the word processing software. 
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In explainhg theù preferences, participants stated that a practical problem-solving 

approach permitted them the opportunity to try to fmd solutions to the 

applications provided in the textbook rather than reading technical explanations. 

What was important to these participants was the ability to perfonn the tasks 

expected in relation to possible future jobs. These participants believed what the 

literanire reflects, namely their concem for instruction that is directly related to 

their immediate needs and goals (Beard, 1993; Russell, 1995). 

Participants in my study preferred to resolve problems through a trial and error 

approach. If this approach proved unsuccessfd their next alternative was to seek 

assistance fkom the instnictor. When working outside of class time or if the 

instnictor was unavailable, participants sought help from another class member. 

These findings reflect the research which shows that the majority of learners tend 

to tum to others before lookîng for information in the textbook and the on-line 

help software tool was an absolute last resort for those who would use it at ail 

(James et al., 1996; Paxton and Turner, 1984). 

Participants in this study held various views regarding questions posed by other 

class members. While some viewed these questions as ones they may not have 

thought of asking themselves and thus a way of learning, others perceived these 

questions as slowing the class down and felt they should be lefi to end of the 

class. 
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Literature which relates learners' questions with their previous knowledge is 

sornewhat conflicting. On one hand Briggs' (1990) findings show that new 

software leamers may posses an insufficient understanding of knowing what they 

know. As a result their questions revolve around visible tasks as compared with 

hidden or unseen tasks. On the other hand, Kay (1992b) proposes that an 

extensive knowledge of a number of soAware may lead leamers to seek multiple 

reasons when solving relatively simple problems which, in tuni, may result in 

confüsion and hstration for learners. 

Briggs' study investigated leamers' implicit and explicit task relevant knowledge 

and examined three user groups ability to generate queries about an unfamiliar 

word-processing system. One group, secretarial students, had six-months of a 

secretarial course; a second group, business students, had lirnited word processing 

experience but had experience with other business software. The third group. 

were studying to become trainers and had experience with a variety of word 

processing software packages. Participants were asked to type a letter using a new 

word processing system. While no direct instruction or manual was provided, 

participants were permitted to ask as many questions as necessary in order to 

complete the task. Responses were categorized into four categones: Visible 

features of the task, visible features of the system, hidden features of the task (the 

interface), and hidden features of the systern. Results revealed that overall 

participants did not ask many questions. with average numbers at five for 



secretariai students. eight for business students and fourteen for secretarial 

trainers. Bnggs postdates that the secretarial students were not able to make use 

of their secretarial training as the majority of their questions fell into the visible 

task category. As new users of word processing the secretarial students were 

unable to ask questions because they Iacked a sufficient metastructure of knowing 

what isn't known. Without a suitable generalizabie mode1 these participants 

concentrated on obvious aspects of the task to generate questions. The second 

group, the business students. while less experienced with word processing than 

the secretarial students, nevertheless had learned how to accompiish different 

tasks using the same system. Thus they possessed a geater diversity of 

experience. rather than extent of experience, which may account for the greater 

number of questions. The business students were also able to ask questions about 

hidden tasks. The secretarial trainers, while generating the most questions' were 

also able to draw upon their experience to ask usehl questions about both the task 

and the interface. Briggs concludes that extensive experience with one word 

processing soAware may not induce full exploitation of its capacities, while 

familiarity with other software offers learners a more informed perspective on the 

potential of such systems. 

Kay also used a question-asking protocol in a study of six adults leaming to use a 

spreadsheet cornputer software. These adults varied in experience and ability: two 

beginners, three intermediate, and one advanced user. Kay's results, contrary to 
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Briggs', indicate that at times a little knowledge is better than extensive 

knowledge, particularly with simple problems. in Kay's study the participant Mth 

an advanced knowledge of software packages also had an extensive knowledge of 

error types. When a problem arose, this participant proceeded with an exhaustive 

search for a cause and a solution, whereas participants with less knowledge had 

less of a repertoire of potentiai errors to ver@. 

Half of the participants in my study had some elementary knowledge of a previous 

version of this same word processing sohare .  Those who had no previous 

knowledge of this software indicated that they would first ask the instnictor if they 

had a question. Those with previous knowledge with this software indicated they 

would first attempt to find the answer themselves. Failing this they would then 

ask the instmctor for assistance. These findings reflect those of Scapin (1 98 1: see 

Paxton and Turner? 1984) who examined the differences between new and 

expenenced computer users. Both groups were asked to learn the commands 

definitions of a hypotheticai computer editing system and to recall them one week 

later. Scapin found that the new users learned computer terms better when 

computer-onented command words were used in the definition, than when more 

usual words were used. Findings also revealed that the meanhg of computer 

comrnands was recalled better by the experienced users. The expenenced users 

were also able to recognize computer commands and definitions when they were 

described differently, while new users were not. Scapin's f ~ n ~ g s  suggest that 



new users' learning might be facilitated by teaching them the operational 

definitions of the computer cornmands first and then the functionai definition- 

Participants in my study indicated that they valued the wallc-through method of 

instruction since it permitted them a guided learning opportunity. However. these 

sarne participants also indicated that they appreciated the chance to observe their 

peers at work. Obsewing another class member afforded participants a M e r  

occasion to both reflect on their own leaming as well as to pick up other ways to 

achieve the same result. in this respect observation is similar to the modeling 

method found in two snidies (Gist et al. 1988; Moms, 1994). Participants in my 

study reflect several fmdings found by Gist and Morris. First. that the oppomuiity 

to observe a model correctly demonstrate the proper execution of each computer 

task enhances learning. Second, that by observing a model, learners may 

experience vicarious learning and reinforcement fiom the model's successful 

accomplishment of each task. 

In my study most participants indicated that the small class size allowed them the 

opportunity, at times, to break into smaller groups to help and leam from one 

another. The literature reflects the finding that working in small groups provides 

learners with the opportunity to learn from their peen. Research arnong older 

adults found that lemers  interacted with the cornputer more efficiently in srnall 

group settings as opposed to large groups or individually because the small groups 



108 

created a situation of social reinforcement (James et al., 1996; Paxton and Turner. 

1 984; Zandri and C harness; 1 989). The constructivist approach to leaming 

recomrnends incorporating social activities to help learners shape their 

understanding. Interacting with others through speech enables learners to express 

and share theù ideas and seek clarification by asking questions. Such dialogue 

assists leamers to view multiple perspectives and in tum c m  lead to conceptuai 

growth (Nicake and Barnes, 1996). 

In rny study over half the class t h e  was given over to the learners to apply the 

concepts introduced during that class. While the instnictor was available to assist 

learners. this interaction meant the instructor's time was dedicated to that class 

member. Each interaction could occupy the instnictor and leamer for a time 

ranging between three to seven minutes. Ofien those learners waiting to see the 

instnictor would form small groups of two or three and assist one another. 

Participants in my study indicated that collaborating with other class members 

enabled them to observe their p e r s  thus gaining alternative views of their own 

understandings, and to question their p e r s  when uncertain of their own 

knowledge, and to interact and share ideas with other class members. 
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4.3 Selectinr! the main idea 

Participants in my study demomtrated a preference to try thhgs rather than to read 

about how to do them. While each chapter in the textbook provided a theory 

section on the concepts and uicluded a how to segment on incorporating concepts. 

many participants indicated that they tended to skip these instructions, even if they 

were unsure about how to accomplish assigaments. 

In this regard participants in my study had a form of self-paced instruction 

available to them. Self-paced, or tutorial instruction, usuaily refers to a list step- 

by-step directions which the learner is expected to follow. Today many software 

manuals include self-paced guides which suggests that leamers don3 require 

additional assistance. Advantages of this form of instruction include allowing 

learners to proceed at their own rhythm, and repeating sections at their discretion 

(Twi tchell, 1 996; Zandri and C harness, 1 989). A disadvantage, however? is that 

learners are expected to faithfûlly follow al1 the instructions. Leamers may not 

understand why certain steps are required and detailed explanations are fiequently 

absent. in their study, which made use of self-pace manuals, Carroll and Mack 

found learners impatient to get on with it which prompted them to avoid getting 

bogged down with following precise instructions. By skipping the instructions 

and going ahead, these learners encountered situations which were not explained 

at that point in the manual, nor did these learners know how to find assistance in 

the manual. Carroll and Mack also found that leamers struck out on their own 
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because their specific goals did not match those implied by the manuai designers. 

At other times learners became so engrossed in following instructions they 

appeared to experience a loss of task orientation. These leamea expressed 

frustration at not understanding the purpose of the exercise, only that numerous 

steps were required. This may account for the reluctance among participants in 

my study to use any alternate printed instructionai sources. One example that 

participants cited was their reluctance to use the on-line software help tool. While 

participants acknowledged that on-Iine help provided by the software was a useful 

tool they also indicated that finding answers using on-line help to be longer than 

asking the instructor or a peer for assistance. Since several participants indicated 

that they had onIy partially made use of the textbook. they may have also been 

reluctant to use altemate sources to supplement their learning. Thus participants 

in rny study reflect the literature (Briggs, 1990; Kazlauskas and McCrady, 1985; 

Mruk, 1987) which indicates that as new users of a s o h a r e  these participants 

may not yet possess the knowledge to generate appropriate queries. Briggs in 

particular makes the link between implicit and explicit knowledge. While 

individuals can learn to perform a task successtùlly they may not be explicitly 

aware of the principles which govern the task. Even when these individuais are 

provided with instructions regarding the principies, improved performance may 

not necessarily result. Briggs points out that increased performance is therefore 

not necessarily associated with increased knowledge. The underlying issue Briggs 

brings forth is that new learners of a computer software may not possess the 
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metaknowledge which tells them what it is they don? know. While Briggs 

suggests that more experienced learnen would possess this metaknowledge, she 

cautions that in light of dissociation of implicit and explicit knowledge even 

experienced users may not possess the metaknowledge to guide their learning 

process iftheir experience is not available in an explicit, verbaiisabie form. Thus 

experience alone rnay not help these lemers formulate questions, since 

performance alone does not guarantee learners are able to verbalize knowledge of 

the principtes goveniing the task. 

While al1 participants in my study acknowledged the use of note-taking, most 

found it difficult to attend to the multiple tasks of listening to the instructor. 

viewing their monitors, following instructions and writing at the sarne time. 

Those who indicated they were making notes during class also indicated that this 

was a strategy they had used in previous leaming experiences. Twitchell (1996) 

reports that adults may find it difficult to attend to more than one task at a tirne 

and recommends providing fiequent pauses for note-taking and discussion to 

allow additional processing t h e .  The findings in my study reflect those of other 

researchers who found that the speed at which expianations are given may be too 

fast for notes to be made and as a result the information is subsequently forgotten 

(James et al., 1996). 
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Al1 of the participants in my study strongly believed that repeated practice using 

the cornputer and the sofhvare in a han&-on mariner helped them remember and 

understand this word processing software. While over half the tirne in each class 

was given over to individual practice, most participants reveaied that, in addition, 

they used the computer lab for extra practice whenever it was available and they 

were fiee. Mnik's (1987) study of traditional and non-traditional college students 

found that both groups rated hands-on and the practical use of cornputers as the 

most desirable leaming activities. Based on the results of a study among re-entry 

and traditional college students Hein  et al. (1993) found that both groups 

performed equally well on computer ski11 objectives. In her study of student 

teachers leamïng to use an e-mail package, Russell (1995) found that new iearners 

can go through six-stages as the technology and processes change fiom being 

intrusive to becoming invisible. An important aspect of this study is that, 

depending on their previous knowledge, not al1 learners started at stage one and 

m e r  that not al1 leamers spent the same time at each subsequent level. Thus the 

opportunity to practice, beyond class time, c m  assist learners based on their 

individual needs (Klein, 1993). Participants in my study stressed that the 

repetitive nature of the practice enabled them to comprehend various components 

of this word processing software and reflects the literature which States that 

information that has been learned and used regularly can be recalled after a long 

penod of disuse (Twitchell, 1996). It should also be noted that areas of literature 

dealing with the learning English as  a second language report that the two most 
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fiequently used strategies of beginning and intermediate learners are repetition 

and notetaking (O'Malley et al., 1988). 

4.4 Self-testing 

Two participants in my study indicated previewing of printed materials before 

class. Half stated that they reviewed printed materials and indicated they 

reviewed by using the word processing software and the exercises. Those 

participants who did preview identified previewing as a strategy they had used in 

previous learning experiences. 

While literature on cornputers and computer software does not focus on 

previewing in a computer software l e d g  context, it appears fairly common for 

adult learners to preview leaming materials. in a study of different age groups 

leaming a word processing software Elias et al. (1987) found that almost half of 

the older group requested take-home material. Another form of previewing is the 

advance organizer. Twitchell(1996) refers to advance organizers as short, clearly 

worded abstracts of information to be presented, which can help leamen relate to 

different parts of a presentation. Twitchell cites a study by Thompson, 

Diefenderfer, and Do11 (1987) which found that advance organizers improved the 

comprehension of leamers: specifically older learners with limited verbal ability. 

OIMalley's study of English as a second language found that of the planning 

strategies used by learners, only one beginner and none of the intermediate 
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learners reported using advance organizers. in my study. it may be that more 

participants did not preview materials as they were not specificaily instnicted to 

do so. It may also be that since most participants indicated they did not use the 

textbook as a study tool they might also not have been inclined to use it for 

previewing new material. 

Of those participants in my study who indicated they reviewed the matenal, only 

two indicated that they used the textbook to assist them in this strategy. While the 

remaining participants did indicate using review as a strategy, they also indicated 

that this review was accompiished with the computer and the software. That is for 

these participants, reviewing indicated applying the concepts in a practical hands- 

on manner. 

4.5 Motivation 

The findings in my study regarding motivation relate primarily to the reasons that 

motivated these participants to partake in a word processing software course. 

These include employment-related reasons, a determination to become 

technologically cunent and once attained, to maintain this level, and a desire to 

succeed in this specific software application. 

Adults who enroll in adult education programs do so primarily for employrnent 

reasons (Cross, 198 1 ; Rydell, 1983). A number of the participants in my study 
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had previously worked in positions where they observed the role of technology in 

the workpiace and had corne to the conclusion that many employment positions 

required knowledge of cornputers and computer applications. Others had become 

unempioyed for various reasons and believed they needed to acquire or improve 

their computer application skills for m e r  opportunities. Thus these participants 

were motivated to attend this course at a time they bdieved it would assist them in 

achieving their goais. According to Gerver (1984) when adults participate in 

leaming on a voluntary basis they are, at least initially, highly motivated. in my 

study. participants' motivation was sustained throughout the course as they 

believed the knowledge they gained would assist them attain their goal of 

employment. 

Participants in my study also believed that the knowledge they acquired in this 

word processing software course would be relevant to their friture employment 

needs. These findings are consistent with those of Russell (1 995) who reported 

that adults in her study were determined to learn to use a computer software that 

would be relevant to their work. In Russell's study, teachers participated in 

training involving real-world application (e-mail) that teachers indicated they 

would apply directly to their work 

Participants in this study were prepared to work hard in order to succeed in this 

word processing course. Al1 the participants indicated that they had dedicated 
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extra time outside of the class to leaniing this word processing software and that 

they believed their success would be due to their efforts. As well, these 

participants appreciated the fieedom and flexibility when they were able to use the 

lab to practice and apply their knowledge in a hands-on manner. Thus these 

participants believed what research shows' namely that adult learner motivation is 

usually under the active control of the individual and addts are more likely to be 

comrnitted to situations in which they have greater fkeedom (Candy, 199 1 ; Conti 

and Felenz, 1 99 1). 

For most participants in my study, this course marked a change fiom previous 

employment where working with cornputers played, if any, a minor role, to 

seeking employment where working with a cornputer could represent a significant 

amount of a working day. As these participants considered they had worked hard 

to bring about this change, they were also keen to remain techno~ogically current. 

Research shows that for adults of al1 ages keeping up with t echnolo~  seems to be 

important to understanding and maintainhg a sense of persond control over their 

environment (Baack et al., 1991; Gist, 1988). One caveat to this appears that the 

willingness of adults to participate in educational pursuits hiiges on their 

expectation that they believe that mastery is attainable. 



3.6 Attitude 

The participants in my study were eager to learn this word processing software. 

The attitudes of these addts  were positive overail in relation to their experience in 

this word processing course. Their attitudes were related to their liking of the 

course, their confidence in their ability to succeed. their belief in the relevance of 

this instructionai experience as it related to their goal of fûture employmen& and 

their determination to continue to learn additional word processing concepts. The 

few concerns that participants expressed related to earlier experiences with 

computer instruction. 

The participants in my study indicated confidence in their abilities and satisfaction 

when they were able to solve a problem on their own. In this regard participants 

viewed themselves as capable of leanllng word processing. Research shows that 

persons who expect they can perform a computer task are usually more successfûi 

thui those who believe themselves to be less capable (Campbell and Williams, 

I W O ;  Raban, 1988; Swan and Mitrani, 1993). Paxton (1 984) found that learners 

with more negative attitudes took longer to complete the instruction and made 

more errors. Zandn and Chamess (1989) on the other hand, found that those with 

more positive attitudes requires less thne and help to complete instruction. 

Ln their study, based on 160 high school students, Campbell and Williams (1 990) 

exarnined the relationship between cornputer attitude variables and computer 
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attribution variables. Findings related to proficiency appeared to be related to 

students' perceptions of their personal experience with cornputers. That is, those 

students who appeared to perceive themselves as having a greater degree of 

computer proficiency aiso perceived that their own talents contributed to 

developrnent of that proficiency, rather than simply that the task was easy. 

Campbell and Williams' propose that if ieamers develop positive attitudes they 

may be more likely to persist in the study of cornputers. 

Participants in my study were confident that knowledge of word processing wouid 

assist them with future employrnent. These findings are contrary to research 

studies looking at computer instruction which found negative attitudes among 

employed adults (Bloom, 1985; Gist, et al., 1988; Mnik, 1984; Paxton and Turner, 

1984; Zandri and Chmess, 1989). Employers rnay place great pressure on 

employees to leam new software quickly. This pressure rnay result in concerns 

among staff members. A common concem for new users is that of breaking 

expensive equiprnent or entering information which rnay cause irreparable 

damage. Highly paid professionals rnay also feel discouraged when they consider 

relinquishing working tirne to leaming time. Ifemployees experience difficulties 

with computers they rnay become skeptical and resist learning new software. 

Cornprehending error messages can perplex and fnistrate workers and rnay cause 

them to avoid the computer. Thus a negative attitude toward computers rnay 
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result in users exaggerating small probiems into larger ones (Paxton and Turner, 

1984). 

Concems expressed by participants in my study related to earlier computer 

educational experiences. One participant in particuiar? Paul. sited a previous 

word processing course he had attended about a year earlier. Paul described 

several factors which lefi him feeling disconnected fiom the course and he 

eventually stopped attending. As he began this course Paul was w q  of a similar 

expenence. Another participant, Yolande. expressed her concerns on the first day 

'The first day 1 had a lot of problems. ... 1 found that E was totally 
lost. 1 had to have somebody explain it to me for an hour. Re-do 
everything ." 

The experiences of these participants reflects the research which highlights the 

importance of a positive initial expenence with a computer (Morris? 1994; Zandri 

and Charness, 1989). While some Iiterature suggests introducing lemers  to 

cornputers through recreational games, others caution that games do not address 

the most acute concerns of employees which focus on judgments that supervisors 

and peers will make (Bloom, 1985; Klein et al., 1993). 

Participants in my study indicated thzy believed learning a word processing 

software would be relevant in their future ernployrnent. As part of the exercises 

included in this course, participants were instmcted in various business 
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applications concepts including letters, memos and reports. The positive attitudes 

of the participants in my study reflect those found in research which demonstrate 

that positive attitudes resulted when real-world applications are incorporated in 

computer instructional classes (Campbell and Williams, 1990; James et al., 1996). 

While word processing was the application in the James et al. study the purpose 

was to write Me histories. 

Baack et al.'s (1 99 1) study reports that adults who are motivated by other than 

employment-related reasons as having neative attitudes toward computers. 

Baack et al. (1 991) compared 184 older with 235 younger adults using a 20-item 

Attitudes Toward Cornputer Usage Scale. The results indicated that while the 

older adults exhibited less positive attitudes about actual hands-on use of the 

computer than did younger adults, there was no significant difference in their 

attitudes towards computer technology. It is interesting to note that negative 

attitudes have been found in studies relating to age are not limited to adults. 

Literature on training older adults suggests that attitudes toward computers tends 

to be more negative with increasing age (Zandri and Charness, 1989). Durndell et 

al. (1 995) found that among high school students, attitudes of both genders 

declines with age. 

4.7 Anxiety 

WhiIe Weinstein, Zimmerman and Palmer (1988) describe anxiety as the fears 

learners may have related to school work, other researchers include aaxiety as a 
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factor which impacts learnen attitudes (Bloom, 1985; Massoud, 1991 ; M d ,  

1984). Cornputer anxiety is seen as relathg to %e technology of computers, 

thoughts about computers or attitudes toward the technology" (Russell, 1995). 

Most participants in my study did not express apprehensions towards computers 

or this word processing software. However. one participant, Nicholas, indicated 

that by asking what he believed to be more questions than others, he would be 

viewed negatively by them. Researchers have found that anxiety related to 

computers can effect adult computer leaming (Bloorn, 1985; M d ;  1984). Their 

research shows that while adults are skilled in other areas of their lives, when 

faced with leaming about computers they find themselves in positions where they 

must begin again. Tantamount to beginning is stumbling. Embarrassrnent or the 

fear of it may be a reai problem, especially in group situations where adults risk 

trying new skills in front of theu peers. Awkwardness when using unfamiliar 

software can bring expecbtions of k ing  judged harshiy and new computer users 

may feel stupid for having to ask questions. 

As a result of their anxieties some adults may fa11 into unproductive cycles. 

Despite having the necessary abilities, leamers may distnist their abilities. They 

anticipate poor evaluations fiom others and fiom themselves. Their confidence to 

l e m  to use computers is low. These leamers may experience stress, which draws 

attention toward themselves and away fiom leaming. As a result, computer- 
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attention toward themselves and away from learning. As a resuit, cornputer 

anxious adults can take longer to leam a software and can cause learners to resist 

change and thus impact leaming negatively. 

Researchen recommend several ways to assist learners overcome their anuiety. 

Russell (1995) suggests appIying computer software to a meanin@ task, En 

Russell's study teachers used e-mail and corresponded with actual students. 

These participants reported that their initiai Enistrations and negative expectations 

were displaced by the positive experiences. Paxton and Tunier (1984) report that 

anxiety may reduce short-term memory and impair performance. To assist new 

computer sofhirare users, Paxton and Turner recommend irnplementing more 

shorter exercises applications rather than one longer assignrnent. in this way 

leamers may complete more sections and these smaller operations may result in 

more fiequent opportunities to achieve closure than rnay be possible with fewer 

larger applications. Russell suggests that if leamers are made aware of the stages 

they are likely to experience when leamhg a new software before the process 

becomes invisible, they may accept the process and realize that understanding wili 

follow. 

Several participants in my study indicated some fnistration when referring to the 

textbook and as a result they tended to use it only when completing exercises at 

the end of each chapter. This finding is consistent with research which shows that 
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because of the technicai and quantitative nature of computen learners ofien liken 

them to math, a subject which many dislike (Bloom, 1985; Mruk, 1984; Paxton 

and Turner, 1984)). This dislike rnay extend to the support materials which 

accompany most software. Learnea rnay fear having to decipher unclear or 

inconsistent instructions. This rnay not be an unrealistic fear as many manuals are 

fiequently written by technical penons who rnay not take the point of view of new 

learners. Learners rnay also fear appearing stupid as a result of searching through 

a manual. As a result learners rnay look to the computer itself and hope to find 

their answers in a trial and error approach. 

One participant, Robert, believed hirnself to be the oldest leamer in the class and 

indicated that he would have appreciated a class composed of leamers of his OWTI 

age. Robert considered that his age made him slower than other class members 

and thus required him to work harder to keep up. These findings are consistent 

with those of Monis (1 994). in a study in which adults between the ages of 60 

and 79 were given introductory computer training, participants indicated their 

satisfaction that the class consisted of adults of similar ages. Participants in 

Morris' study indicated that they did not wish to leam in an environment that 

placed them in direct cornparison with younger learners. Other research in which 

age was a variable found that age is not a factor as al1 adult leamers are considered 

to be capable of learning and using computer software (Elias, 1987; James et al. 

1996; Twitchell, 1996; Rachal, 1993; Zandn and Charness, 1987). However, 
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some research does indicate that as age increases, the t h e  to complete instruction 

and the rate which information is transferred to long-term memory is slower than 

that of younger adults. 

While anxiety is most frequently viewed as a negative factor in learning, some 

researchers describe the potential positive contribution of anxiety (Campbell and 

Williams, 1990; Russell, 1995). Campbell and Williams relate their finding to 

those of other researchers who state that the "highest levels of achievement occur 

for some students only when they are chailenged to perform at levels just beyond 

their actual levels of cornpetence. thereby creating a moderate degree of 

performance anxiety" (page 287). 

4.8 Control in leaming 

While the words "control" and "learning" at times are associated with teacher- 

directed education, this concept has increasingly become linked with learners and 

the degree of control they exert over certain instructional events. Control of 

instructional events represents the extemal aspects of control and relates to 

management functions in education including planning, directing. and evaluating 

education. The literature shows that the while it is possible to have differing 

levels of iearner-control over external events, it is also possible for learners to 

demonstrate differing levels of cornmitment for leamer-control (Candy, 199 1 ; 

Garrison, 1993; Pratt, 1988). There is, however, another facet to learner-control. 
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This aspect of learner-control relates to the way learners constmct meaning and is 

referred to as intemal control. In this respect intemal learner control is concemed 

with learners awareness of themselves as learners, their views of their perceived 

abilities to exercise control in learning and learners predisposition to accept 

responsibility for their own learning. Garrison (1989? p. 58; see Garrison, 1993) 

defuies learners intemal-control as their process of cntical reflection or their 

"intemal change of consciousness". 

In my study participants identified aspects related to both extemal and internai 

learner control. In tems of their extemal control in this word processing course 

participants related their preference for an insû-uctor led course. Half of the 

participants in this study had acquired some knowledge of this word processing 

software through self-directed instruction. Al1 the participants indicated their 

intention to continue to acquire advanced word processing knowledge, however. 

while they stated they could learn on their own, their preference was for the same 

type of instructor-led format. Even those participants who believed they would be 

able to complete some learning on their own, expressed the need for an 

expenenced resource penon who could assist them. These fmdings reflect those 

of Kay (1 993). In Kay's study, 647 pre-service teachers were adrninistered a 

Computer Ability Survey, one component of which was designed to measure 

participants perceived control. Respondents highest rating indicated that while 

they believed they could probably teach themselves most things they needed to 
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know about computers, at the opposite end, the iowest rating indicated that they 

preferred to leam on their own. in other words. while respondents believed they 

were able to teach themselves, their least preferred rnethod of instruction was to 

teach themselves. The literature sites a number of reasons for these preferences. 

Adult learners may have received years of formal education in more stnictured 

passive environrnents and thus do not associate leaming with more active roles. 

As welI, adult learners may have figured out requirements for success in 

traditionai education conditions and may have dificulty figuring out what 

instructors want in more leamer-controlled envûonments (Candy, 199 1 : Cross, 

198 1 ). The case for increasing leamer control is made by Campione and 

Armbruster ( 1  986). By modeling various forms of control, instructors can assist 

learners to intemalize the control required in independent thinking and problem 

solving. The research cautions, however, that ceding extemal control is a gradua1 

process and which may Vary based on individual differences among learners. 

It rnay be that learners in my study indicated their preference for instnictor 

directed leaming because the concept of greater extemal leamer control was not 

included as part of the course structure. In their research Nicaise and Barnes 

(1 996) set out to increase students abilities to transfer learning skills in a 

undergraduate math class into practice. In the first part of the course learners 

were introduced to instructional and learning paradigms. Using constnictivist 

principles, learners were assigned the task of building their own curriculum. 
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Building a curriculum is considered to be an authentic task which, in contructivist 

terms, constitutes a situation designed to stimulate the active knowledge 

construction in Iearners. Nicaise and Barnes caution that to succeed at the 

authentic task leamers must fint understand the nuances of constnictivism. 

Potential benefits of increased learner control includes more favorable attitudes 

toward independent work and greater inclination for M e r  self-directed leamùig 

beyond formal instructional settings (Candy, 199 1). 

In rny study participants indicated that they controlled their own learning 

primarily through a active hands-on approach. Their ability to achieve objectives 

was accomplished when they could make the cornputer do what they wanted it to. 

Their objectives were two-fold. The first related to completing the exercises 

assigned by the instructor which reflected the course content. The second 

referred to work that participants attempted beyond the scope of the course. 

Paul's statement reflects the feelings of the participants when they had 

accomplished this objective. 

Paul: "But if I'm getting myself out of the homework, let's Say, 
how do 1 put something in a different color, and how to basically 
put italics .... As soon 1 do that. Out of the context of the 
homework and e v e w g ,  you know 1 found the real necessity of it 
and that something was going to stay, more than ever." 

Most participants indicated that they devoted significant time to practice. Thus 

they indicated belief in their ability to impose significance to their knowledge by 

applying word processing to applications beyond those directly related to course. 



Being able to do so provided these participants with confirmation of their 

competence. In this respect participants active1 y constnicted personal rneanings 

and transformed their own understandings of word processing in a constmctivist 

marner. 

The previous section discusses each of the eight categories which correspond with 

the participant data found in this study and relates each of these themes with 

empiricd and theoretical literanire. In essence this discussion deals with adults' 

learning strategies. their control in learning, and how they use the resources 

available to them when leaming a word processing software. Seven of the themes 

presented are based on research which relates to leaming strategies (Weinstein, 

Zimmerman, and Palmer, 1988). These categories were seen to be appropriate as 

this research was based on exploring the how of student leaniing and the active 

component in learning. The eighth theme, control in leaming, explores how 

adults both manage and monitor their own learning. My study applies these 

categories in a qualitative methodology which seeks to draw out the experiences 

of adult leamers and to portray their understandings when learning a word 

processing software. 



CHAPTER 5 - CONCLUSION 

The present research was undertaken to explore how adults learn to use a word- 

processing software. Today adults form the larges segment of the population in 

our society. Many adults are continuing to participate in education in ever- 

increasing numbers and frequency. At the sarne t h e ,  innovations in computers 

and cornputer software are king reflected in the rising number of computers both 

in the workplace and in the home. While a number of studies have been 

conducted with adults and technology, many of these studies have centered on 

comparing different groups of learners or have isolated specific aspects such as  

gender or the age of learners. Most studies reflect data gathered through 

questionnaires or from data derived through research conducted in laboratory 

environments or other controlled environments. Thus, in many of these studies 

the research is conducted at arm's length from the researcher or in an environment 

designed for the purposes of the study. This study employed a qualitative 

methodology and drew in part on the natudistic conceptions of addts' learning 

experiences in a word processing course. in this respect the study permitted the 

researcher to work in the natural setting of a classroom. The aim was not to 

generalize the results of this research to a wider population but rather to allow a 

f o m  for participants' realities in the current context. 
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Using a qualitative methodology, this study explored the leaming strategies of 

these adult leamers, addressed their control of learning, and inquired into the 

resources the participants used when learning a word processing software in a 

classroom environment. 

Two separate in-depth interviews were conducted with six adult leamers who 

were enrolled in a 45-hour credit word processing course held in an Anglophone 

CEGEP in Montreal. Study participants ranged in age fiom 27 to 49 years of age 

and varied in level of previous education, amount of computer experience, and 

demographics. Al1 classes were observed. 

interview data and observations were analyzed using inductive data anaiysis and 

resulted in eight categories. Findings were organized around those themes of 

study aids, motivation, selection of main idea, information processing, anxiety, 

attitudes, self-testing, and control in leaming. 

While the findings in my study may have potential implications for adult learning. 

it is important to note that this study was restricted in ways that may limit its 

applicability to other adults who are leaming a word processing computer 

software. This study exarnined only one course of word processing with only six 

participants. The participants learned to perform introductory and intermediate 

word processing concepts. The participants in this study were learning to use 
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word processing primarily in view of fitwe employment and may not be typical 

of other adults in other settings. 

The fmdings in this study demonstrate much of what the literature reveals about 

adult learners. In their use of strategies, participants indicated that they rehearsed 

their knowledge by applying word processing concepts in a han&-on manner 

using the computer to practice, to repeat, and to review their skills. Participants 

also indicated that they elaborated their knowledge by asking both the instructor 

and their peers questions, and by observing their pe rs  mode1 the execution of 

computer tasks. Al1 participants acknowledged the value of notes, however, those 

who used this strategy indicated it was a strategy they had used in other learning 

situations. Strategies such as making notes reflect participants organizational 

schemes. In this study participants indicated that the way in which they built 

connections in their knowledge was through practical application of word 

processing concepts to other applications beyond those included in this course. 

While al1 the participants in this study made considerable use of the computer lab 

beyond class tirne to practice and review word processing concepts, few ventured 

beyond the concepts included in this course. 

In t ems  of how they viewed their control in learning, participants described 

themselves as visual learners. The visual aspect was reflected in their desire to 

work with this word processing sofiware, in their preference to try to find answers 
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by working on the computer rather than by attempting to search out answea in 

printed documentation. and in their use of the computer for reviewing concepts. 

Participants also indicated that assistance from the instructor as well as fiom peers 

served as resources to correct or confirm their understandings. 

In terms of learning resources participants cited the instructor's role and their use 

of printed materials. Participants in this study regarded the instructor as an 

i n t e p l  part of their leamhg both as a resource person and as the person best 

equipped to plan and direct learning. While al1 participants were motivated to 

Iearn this word processing software as they believed it wouid assist them with 

their goal for future employment, they also felt that the instmctor offered support 

and guidance they needed at this point in their learning. Even those learners who 

believed that they wouid be able to continue leaming advanced word processing 

on their own, indicated that they would prefer a similar instnictor-led 

environment. Most of the participants choose to use the textbook only for the 

assignments provided at the end of each chapter. As visual leamers participants 

preferred to try to solve any difficulties in a hands-on manner working on the 

computer and indicated their satisfaction when they were able to do so. This may 

also account for their reluctance to seek out altemate printed resources. 

It appears that a constructivist approach to learning may hold particular 

implications for adults who are learning to use word processing. Constructivism 



views leamers as self-interpreting individuals who continuously strive to make 

sense of their experiences. When learners engage in instructional experiences 

related to leaniing of a computer software such as word processing, they 

participate in leaming events in a direct hands-on marner. Interacting with the 

technology in this way provides opportunities for active engagement. Working 

directly with the cornputer and the sohvare, learners have the opportunity to apply 

a word processing concept within a text and view it on the computer screen. This 

event enables learners to receive an imrnediate visual response to their actions and 

thereby to derive reinforcement fiom this activity. 

In constnictivism learners are deemed to be self-aware and by extension 

autonomous. Not al1 aduits in my study viewed themselves as capabIe of the sarne 

autonomy. Two of the participants expressed a desire to proceed beyond the 

scope of the course. At the opposite end of the spectnim one participant 

expressed anxiety related to asking questions. A constmctivist approach 

recognizes that the degree of autonomy varies among learners and is concemed 

with an individual's self-constmcts. While recognizing that not d i  individuals are 

always able to actualize such autonomy in every learning event, in a contructivist 

learning environment the instmctor is regarded as the facilitator of greater or 

lesser independent Iearning. 



In constructivism learners are considered active participants in the learning 

process. As such, it is the responsibility of learners to develop internal schemes 

through which they can interpret events and ideas and which will enable them to 

build meanings. Building meanings, in constructivism. requires more than 

copying or duplicating. In constructivst terms knowledge is constructed by 

Iearners when they corne to know reality by acting on it. Thus "the forms and 

content of knowledge are constructed" by acting upon it (Candy, 1991. p. 263). 

Knowledge, thus shifts fi-om an extemai body of facts to be memorized to an 

internal construction in which learners propose meaning and significance on 

events and ideas. 

W l e  recognizing the private intemal aspects of knowledge construction. 

constmctivism also acknowledges the social character of learning. Participants in 

my study, while each working at an individual cornputer, would stop and consult 

with one or more class rnernbers regarding a question or a problem. Several 

participants reported that by working with others or by viewing the actions of 

others they strengthened and confirmed their own understandings. Constnictivism 

regards social interaction as critical to individual understanding and knowledge 

constmction. 

In constructivist leaming environments teacher-centered instruction of 

predetermined plans and content is inappropriate. Rather in a constructivist 
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classroom the instnictor creates authentic tasks or problems aiid provides support 

as a coach, and a facilitator. While the instructional format in my study was 

instmctor-directed, participants reported that by applying their knowledge to 

problems outside of the course they tested and confirmed their understandings. 
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Appendiar A 

Interview Schedule 



INTERVIEW SCHEDULE 

--Thank participant for agreeing to participate; 
--Ensure participant is aware of purpose of the research; 
--Review procedure for the interview; 
--Request permission to tape record interview: 
--Review interviewer's role regarding confidentiality and participant's 
anonymity; 

--Obtain participant's signature on consent form; 
--Respond to any participant questions. 

--Age 
--Education level 
--Previous occupation 
--Cultural background 

1. Tell me a little about your background focusing on your leaming 
experiences. 

2.  Pick one of the leaniing experiences. 
--How did you go about learning it? 

3. If you were to describe yourself as a learner what four words or phrases 
would describe the kind of learner you are? 



How do you use pictures in leaming? 

How do you read and follow directions in learning? 
--Read through go back and do dl?  
-Read one, do one? 
-ReadT re-read and do one? 
--Read some. do al12 

When learning new material do you take notes? 
-Eso, for what purpose? 
--If so, what do you do with your notes? 
--If not, what is the reason you don't? 

Do you preview or review material you are learning? 
--If so for what piirpose? 
--If so, in what mamer? 
--If so, which material do you focus on? 
--If no& what is the reason you don't? 

When you are introduced to a function you may encounter it in several 
ways--fiom the instructor, in the theory section of the manual. in an 
exercise, in a review question, in a review session. 

--How does the number of times you experience a function affect 
your learning of it? (enough to remember, too few, too rnany. just 
enough) 

When you have a question, how do you go about answenng that question? 
--Ask another learner. 
--Look up the response in the book. 
--Ask the instructor. 
--Use the cornputer and try it out 
--Use the software help function 

What areas caused you to have questions? 
--Course structure 
--Course content 
--Course work 



What experience do you have with cornputers? 
-How did you go about gaining this experience? 
(On the job' through courses, self-taught) 

What are your expectations for yourself in this course? 

At this point in the course how would you summarize your iearning 
experience in this class? 

How do you approach leaming this computer s o h a r e ?  
--What do you like about it? 
-Dislike about it? 

At this point in the course what do you think is the rnost difficuit concept 
to Iearn? 

--What do you think makes it difficult? 
--How do you approach learning this concept? 

How does the use of the white board affect your leaming? 

How does the walk through method of introducing new concepts affect 
your learning? 

How does the division of the t h e  between the walk through portion and 
the time for working through the exercises affect your learning? 

How do the review questions in the book affect your leaming? 

Were there any instruction strategies that were particulariy effective? 
--Detrimental? 



2 1. How does the number of other learnen in the class affect your leaming? 

22. How do the actions of the other leamers in the class affect your leaming? 
--The questions they ask? 
--The comments they provide? 

23. How have you relied on others in the class for assistance? How have 
others relied on you for assistance? Please describe how this has affected 
your learning . 

24. How do you feel about the manual that was provided for this course? 
--Have you supplemented this manual with materials (books, notes. 
help screens) 

25. How have the practical computer assignments afTected your learning? 
--How have the theory questions affected your learning? 

26. Did you find a preference for either verbal or written instructions? 
--What caused you to favor one over the other? 



INTERVIEW SCHEDULE 
Second tnterview 

1. How did you corne to attend the Computerized Financial Management 
program? 

2. Where there other programs fiom which you could have chosen? 
--If sot what made you decide on this one? 

3 In cornparison with the other courses you are following at this time, how 
would you rate word processing in terms of its overail usefulness? 

4. Beyond this course how have you used the word processing skills you 
have gained fkom this course? 

5. How does your iearning expeiience in this class compare to previous 
learning expenences? 

6 .  Are there any relationships between A ~ s  computer software and what your 
already know? 

7. What are your specific goals in this course? 

8. If, in the fùture, another word processing software program was available 
to you would you learn it? 

--If so, how would you go about learning it? 
--If not, why not? 

9. What do you consider makes a task easy? Complex? 

10. How would you rate the challenge level of this course for you? 



1 1. Have you spent additional time outside of class practising the cornputer 
software fimctions? 

--If so, how much time? 
--When have you practised? 
-Did you practice alone or with other course participants? 
--How has practice tirne afTected your learning? 
--if no& why not? 
--How wouid you rate practice t h e  in the class with practice time 

outside of the class? 

12. How does the Iength of each class and the frequençy of the classes affect 
pur  leaniing? 

Of the following three concepts which you have leamed in this course, 
which of the three would you say is the most difficult: 

- Setting Line Spacing 
- ModiQmg Button Bars 
- Retrieving a file 

Can you ÏdentiQ any ways in which you mentally organize what you 
learn? 

--Any ways that help you to learn? 

How do you know when you've leamed something? 

What are the things that are particularly helpfid to yow leaming? 
--detrimentai? 
--How does that compare with the way you've learned other things? 

How have you used the information in the textbook? 
--To review learning? 
-To perform the required assignments? 
--Aside from the exercises in the book, when do you refer to the 
textbook? 

How will you determine your success in this course? 



If you had been provided with a cornputer and the necessary software, 
would you have been able to complete the learning of this software on 
your own? 

-If yes, how would you have gone about it? 
--If no, why not? 

What do you believe is the best way to l e m  a word processing software? 
-Why? 

Could you or should you have more influence on your training in this 
class? 

If, in the future, another word processing s o h a r e  program was available 
to you, would you l e m  it? 

-If so, how would you go about learning it? 
--If not, why not? 



Appendix B 

Consent Form 



CONSENT FORM 
Consent to Participate in Research Project 

Purpose: 1 , understand that the above research is king done 
as part of the researcher's masters thesis at the Université de Sherbrooke. 

Procedure: i understand that the researcher will observe the computer class 
which 1 am attending, and tape-record two interview with me. 

Duration: 1 understand that I may spend kom one to two hows outside of ciass 
sessions with the researcher as part of this project- 

Confidentiality: 1 understand that al1 the information 1 provide the researcher 
will remain confidentid, including my name. 1 also understand that the tape 
recordings will be confidentid and will be erased after this research. 

Voluntariness: 1 understand that participation in this research is voluntary and 
not a condition for enrollment in the computer class. I understand that 1 can 
discontinue my participation in this research project at any time with no penalty 
form the researcher and without any effect in my participation in the computer 
class. 

Information: 1 understand that 1 may cal1 or write the researcher or the 
researcher's advisor if 1 have any questions about the research. 1 understand 1 can 
reach thern at these addresses and nuinbers. 

Advisor: 
M. Louis-Marie Ouellette 
Université de Sherbrooke 
Faculté d'éducation 
Sherbrooke, Québec 
(8 19)82 1-7467 

1 freely agree to participate in the above research. 

Researc her : 
Ms. Theresa Sliz 
42 Gray Crescent 
Baie d'Urfé, Québec 
(5 14)457-3208 

Date Participant 
1 have hlly explained the research to the above participant. 

Date Theresa SIiz 



Appendia C 

Contact Summary Form 



CONTACT SUMMARY 

Class #: l14 classes 

Date of class: 

Today's Date: 

PAGE SALENT POINTS THEMES/ASPECTS 



Appendu D 

Letter of Introduction 



September 16, 1996 

To al1 class members in the Computenzed Financial Management course 
Lntroduction to Word Processing 4 12-54 1. 

We welcome you to the program and to the course in word processing which 
begins on September 18, 1996. We trust you will be as satisfied with what you 
l e m  as previous participants in this course. 

There is an added dimension to this course. A graduate student, Theresa Sliz, is 
doing research about the processes which adults use when they learn a computer 
software. She has asked permission to observe this course. She has also asked 
permission to interview the participants in this class. This is voluntary on your 
Part. 

Dawn Redrnan, the instructor, has taught courses in several programs for adult 
learners for a number of years. Dawn has worked with Theresa previously and 
knows that Theresa will not in any way interfere with the class or make any 
participants uncornfortable. 

Champlain St-Lambert at times participates in research projects. This is part of 
our role to assist and promote quality education for al1 popdation segments. 

Theresa Sliz will be available 15 minutes before class on Wednesday, September 
1 8, 1 996 to discuss her research and answer any questions you may have. 

Nancy Kelly 
Director, Continuing Education 



Appendix E 

Letter of Introduction of Researcher to Class Members 



September 18, 1996 

Dear Class Member in Course 412-541 : 

1 arn a student at the Université de Sherbrooke, working on a master's degree in 
education. I'm working on research that looks at the processes which adults use 
when learning a computer software in a classroorn environrnent. 

To do rny research I will observe each of the classes in this course. I will position 
myself in the classroom to be as unobtrusive as possible as 1 do not wish to 
interfere with your instruction. My intention is not to evaluate, in any way, how 
well or how fast you leam. 1 only wish to observe how you as an adult learn to 
use this computer software. 

1 also wish to interview you individually about your experiences as you leam to 
use this computer software. 1 understand that your scriedules are quite full as you 
are completing a full time program and are in class al1 day. The interviews will be 
scheduled at your convenience. The interviews can be held in a room available at 
the college or at a place that is convenient to you. The interviews can take place 
after class or on a weekend. 1 am willing to provide transportation for the 
i n t e ~ e w  if you require it. I would like to meet with you twice over the period of 
this course, once at the mid-point of the course and once towards the end of the 
course. Each interview should take no more than an hou, and with your 
permission I will audio tape the interviews to ensure accuracy and so as not to 
spend extra tirne taking notes. These audio tapes will be destroyed following the 
completion of the research. 

1 will have a consent form for you to sign that assures you 1 will protect your 
confidentiality and anonymity. If you have any questions regarding this research. 
please feel fiee to cal1 me at home at (5 14) 457-3208 or you may leave a message 
for me at Continuing Education. 

Thank you for the opportunity to introduce myself and this research. 1 look 
forward to taking with you about how you learn. 

Yours sincerely, 

Theresa Sliz 



Appendix F 

Summaty o f  Cornputer Studies 



3aack, S.A., 
3rown, T.S,, 
3rown J .  T. 
1991 

To cxainine the 
attitudes o f  older 
adults toward 
coiiiputers and 
compare them with 
attitudes o f  
younger adults 

To examine: 
-the rote o f  
cxperience in a 
user's ability to 
generate queries 
about the task; 
-extent to which 
this correlates with 
per fonn ance; 
- extcnt to which 
the mental task 
descript ions 
available io the 
experienccd user 
map onto thosc 
anticipated by 
formal analyses 

~la~k,:. . . .~. . .  

jkffppt*i 

235 collegc 
siudcnts and 184 
retired persons 

18 adult volunicers 
thrce groups: 
-secretaria1 
students (6 nios, 
w.p. experiencc); 
-business studies 
studcnts (limited 
w.p. experience, 
also had 
experience o f  other 
softwares; 
-secretaria( traincrs 
(ex perienced 
secretaries--used 
variety of  w.p. 
so fiwares); 

-20 item 
questioiiriiiirc 
(Att itiides Toward 
Coniputer Usage 
Scale) 

-participant 
quest ions and 
comments audio- 
taped; 
-cornpletc log of 
participant's 
actions was 
recorded in 
shorthand; 
-pulses generated 
by the key board 
rccorded by 
counter; 
-practical 10 item 
post-test; 

Tniaing Content 

-personal 
conipuiers using 
coiiiinercial word- 
processing package 
(Superwriter 

-participants wcre 
provided witti an 
applicntion (lettcr) 
and pennittcd to ask 
as mnny questions ns 
rcquircd to 
successfully coiiiplete 
ttic task 

-yoiiiig ndiilts rcvealed inore 
positive attitudes toward coniputcrs 
and cornpiller applications than did 
the older adults, 

-ovcrall groups did not ask many 
questions; 
-secretsr ial studcnts strategy 
siniilar to that o f  niiive users, 
qiicstions concentrnted on the 
visible features o f  the task; 
-business students able to verbalize 
additional queries bascd upon thcir 
experience o f  the task o f  word 
processing; 
-secretarial trniners were able to 
draw upon experience fo construct 
questions about both visible and 
hiddcn features o f  the task and 
hardware; 
-Kcystroke performance showed no 
diffcrentiation anions groups on 
either main task or post-test. 
-0bservat ions o f  perfomiancc 
showed a vçry poor leaniing curve; 



hmpbell, N, J ,  
Killiams, J. E. 
990 

hmdell, A., 
3lissov P., 
Siann, G. 
1W5 

'ro study the 
relationship of 
coinputer attitudes 
and coniputer 
attributions to 
enrollment in high 
school computer 
courses and self- 
pçrceived 
computer 
proficiency 

Ib investigaie into 
experience of, and 
attitudes to 
computers 

160 higli school 
siudents in grades 
10,I l and 12 

5 secondary 
schools; classes of 
I st, 3rd and 5th 
ycar; 429 stiidents. 

-32 itciii Coiiipiitcr 
Attribution Scale 
devclopcd by 
researchers 

-questionnaire (2 
parts) computer 
usage and 
att itudinal 
variables. 

-no1 spccificd 

nonc 

-iiot spcci ficd -Variability iii enrollmcnt iii 
computcr courses partially 
explaincd by two computer 
attitudes of usefulness and 
effectance motivation and 
coniputer attribution of failure 
ability; 
- Vuriability in self-perceptions of 
coniputer proficiency partially 
explained by three computer 
aitributions: success-ability, 
success-task, and failure- 
environment and computer anxiety. 

With the exception of computer 
gomes played at school, boys made 
niore overall use of computers than 
girls; with the exception of word 
processing use of coniputers 
outside school, boys were 
significantly more inclincd to own 
computers and to use thern more 
generally and niore frequcntly than 
girls; feinoles in this study 
conformed to established trends in 
finding computers less attractive 
than males did. 









To conipnrc the 
attitudes and 
performaiice of re- 
entry and 
traditional college 
students enrolled 
in a cornputer 
literacy course. 

To test whether the 
assumption that the 
visual disptay and 
rapid recalculation 
capabilities o f  
spreadsheets would 
positively affect 
the learning of 
mathematics 
concepts 

2 13 (63 male, 150 
female) college 
students; 59 re- 
mtry students; 
12% classified i is 
older learners 

Two groups; group 
1- 8 academy of 
finance students; 
group 2- 20 
sccondary-level 
business program 
studcnts 

-Coiiiputer at!itudc 
survey (3 
subscales--gcneral 
attitude toward 
coniputers, self- 
efficacy in learning 
specific computing 
skills and iiiterest 
in leaming spccific 
skills) miitericl 
grithercd beforc 
course. 
-Performance on 
computcr skills and 
know ledgc 
exrimincd at the 
end of the course. 

-Pre and Post-tests 

course included 
coniputer 
knowledge and 
skills in four units 
(word proccssing, 
spreadsheets 
databases and 
computcr graphies) 

sprcadsheet 
software; included 
iutorial sprcadsheet 
templates 
developed for 
student use as 
drills 

16 week course 
-large group lccturcs 
2Jwcek (75 niin); 
small-group labs 
included prnctices 
cxercises included 
instructions un how to 
complcte cxercises. 

not speci fied 

-Re-cntry students had more 
positive attiiudcs toward learning 
about computcrs than did 
trndit ional students. 
-Rc-entry student pcrformed 
sigiiificantly bctter than traditional 
students on cach of  the four 
kiiowledge tests. 
-No significant differenccs foiind 
betwcen re-cntry and traditional 
students on any of  the application 
projects. 

-Drills resulted in achievemçnt 
gains 



To detemiine: 
-attitudes o f  low- 
literate ndults; 
-dctemiiiie if the 
construct 
komputcr anxietyll 
characterizes this 
group o f  adulis; 
-if there are 
di fferences in 
adults' attitudes 
toward cornputers 
based on selected 
variables of 
gender, age, 
education level or 
prior computer use 

To provide a better 
understanding o f  
how people learn 
to use computer 
systems and the 
problems thcy 
experience, 

fi66 adutt basic 
educatioii students 

I O  office 
temporaries 

-Adults' attitudes 
lownrd conipiitcrs 
inventory (prior Io 
introduction o f  
coiiiputcrs) 15 
statenicnts (5 point 
Likeri scale); 
one open ended 
question; 

-tliink aloud 
protocol 
-tape-recordrd 
-screen interaction 
video-rccorded 

-Four half days 
(four were asked IO 

leam a full-screen 
ediior- with a 
command based 
inter face) 
(six were &cd to 
leam a dedicated 
word-processing 
systcm - with 
menus) 

IWticipanls wcrc 
provided with a self- 
study manual writtcii 
by rcsearchers but 
patterned on a 
cornniercial word 
processing systeni 

-Results indicated very positive 
attitudes toward computer with 
little variation in the attitudes o f  
ihis groiip; 
-this population appcms to feel 
little threat from techiiology; 

-Leamers experienced frustration 
and Iearniiig took longer than 
expected; learners did not know 
what is relevant to understanding 
and solving problems; learners 
made inierpretations o f  thcir 
expcriences and this may prcvent 
problem solving; leamers do not 
always read or follow directions; 
learncrs confused by feedback 
niessages; help facilities do not 
always help. 



To investigate the 
relationship 
between computer 
attitudes (anxieiy, 
confidence, and 
liking and the 
selected variables 
of age, gender and 
computer 
knowledge among 
adult basic 
cducation students 

- -- 

1'0 uncover the 
attitudes that older 
adults bring to and 
take out of a basic 
computer course 

To compare the 
leaming patterns of 
nontraditional 
adult learners who 
wcre leaming to 
use basic coniputcr 
skills with thase of 
tradit ional college 
students 

252 adult basic 
cducatiori stiidcnts 

-- -- - 

1 2 adults aged 60+ 
-three groups 
accommodated 

Two groups 
55  students in each 

-Participant 
inventory siirvcy; 
-Coniputcr nttitudc 
scale: 
-Cornputer 
competencc 
instrument (4 point 
Likeri scale); 

-prc post attitudes 
instrument ( 5  point 
Likert scale) 
-leamers asked to 
keep computer 
interaction diary to 
log specific 
probkms 

-survey of 
expectations (at 
start of course) 
-follow-up survey 
(at end of  course) 
-Kolb Learning 
Style inventory 

-not indicated 

not indicated 

Tradit ional 
leamers werc full- 
t ime college 
students; 
Nontraditional 
Icarners attended 
pari-t ime evenings 

-Basics of personal 
computer iiicluding 
hardware, software, 
DOS interface. 
Introduction to 
desktop publisliing 
and spreadsheets 

lntroductory computer 
course; focussed on 
basic computer terms, 
introduction Io a 
personal computer 
and introductory 
programniing in 
BASIC 

-Al1 basic cducatiori learners were 
found to have firirly positive 
attitudes, howcver 111ales were 
found to have niorc positive 
attitudes than females toward 
computers; 
-No signi ficnnt relat ionship in the 
mean level of the Computer 
attitude scalc was found with 
respect Io iigc; 
-Cornputer knowledge was found 
to be significantly related to al1 of 
the attitudes studiçd; 

-Attitudes suwey rcsults indicate 
mnny positive attitudes before the 
course, with most negative attitudes 
disappearing rifler course. 
-Diary entrics indicatc frustration 
and feeling of  k i ng  ovenvhelmed 
in the beginning; participants were 
also happy that class consisted of 
only older learncrs. 

-Both groups encountered the 
compuicr as anxiaus learners. 
-Hands-on time and practical uses 
(word processiiig, spreadsheeis) 
rated most desirable by all. 
-Traditional leamers spcnt more 
thne studying than nontmditional 
Ieurners 
-More nontraditional leamers 
indicated enjoynieiit of the class 
and fur more nontraditional 
leurners indicutcd tliey expcrienced 
increased self-estecm as a rcsult of 
the course 





To study possible 
d ifferences 
between student- 
teacher interactions 
occurring during 
computer-based 
learning and 
student-teacher 
interactions 
occurring during 
traditional 
classroom 
instruction 

To determine 
effective methods 
for training older 
adults to use 
application 
software; to 
discover how 
training techniques 
influenced 
attitudes toward 
computers 

185 nt-risk 
students; 13 
teachers and para- 
professionals; in 
iwo high schools; 
seven remedial 
rcading and seven 
remedial 
niathenratics 
classes 

Forty-six coniputer 
novices; 
22 (20-39 yrs old) 
24 (58-84 yrs old) 

-observation 
(schedules devised 
by researchcrs 
iising a dcscriptivc 
rating scale and a 
frequcncy-count to 
record al1 student- 
teacher interact ions 
diiring I 5-minute 
periods) 
-26 observations-- 
6.5 hours total 

-20-item computer 
attitude 
questionnaire prc- 
and post training 
(5 point Likcrt 
scale) 
-one question 
assesscd 
preferencc for 
learning ulone or in 
a groiip 
-test at end o f  
course 

-two dil'fcrent 
integrated learning 
systenis, CCC und 
CNS (both systems 
conlpetency based, 
Iiicrarchial 
systenis-both 
provide iminediate 
fcedback to 
studeiits, track 
student progress 
and provide reports 
for teachers) 

-Three small 
rooms- each w it h 
pcrsonal coniputcrs 
-Participants were 
either partnered or 
worked alonc; 

-Reading or 
Matliciiiat ics-- 
remcdial classes 
-No furthcr details 
provided 

-Four sessions of 3 
hours each; 
-self-paced niçthod 
used. 
-Jargon sheets 
delivered to Iialf of 
the participants 3 days 
before training but 
returned on first day 
of training. 

-Student-tccichcr interactions were 
more stiident-ccntered and 
individualized during coniputer- 
based teaching und learning than 
during traditional teaching and 
learning. 

-Partnerd subjects receivcd half 
the hands-on training and achieved 
equal or highcr test scares 
-0Ider adults required twicc the 
umount of  time to coniplete session 
cornparcd to younger learners and 
required four t imes more Iielp 
-Those who receivcd jargon sheets 
took less time and asked fewcr 
questions; younger learners who 
received jargon sheets had lower 
test scores than those who did not; 
-Poorest attitudes were held by 
older leamers working alone who 
did not receive jargon sheet. Most 
favorable attitudes were held by 
young partnered leamers with a 
jargon sheet . 




