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Rational 

This is an attempt to extend my thinking about teaching technology to older adults. 

Incorporated is new learning about aging and adult development into my pre-existing 

approach to technology use in the EFL (English as a foreign language) classroom. To help 

myself connect and present my learning I have categorized this paper into physical, mental, 

and social obstacles, barriers and naturally occurring supports for older adults and how they 

can use digital age skills. Discussion includes the use of computer and mobile devices, and 

research on digital skills as mentioned by Henry Jenkins in Confronting the Challenges of 

Participatory Culture: Media Education for the 21st Century. These skills that have been 

identified by Jenkins: play, performance, simulation, appropriation, multitasking, distributed 

cognition, collective intelligence, judgment, transmedia navigation, networking and 

negotiation – can be connected to areas in aging and adult development. These digital skills 

help me to identify areas in the learning context for adults which already use or are similar 

to the skill development of digital natives as expressed by Jenkins. This paper is to 

document my learning of the context of older adults and connect it to prior learning for 

better understanding to help older adults develop digital skills. 
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Introduction 

Three forces are important in understanding how we age: life cycle, psychological forces, 

and sociocultural forces (Cavanaugh & Blanchard-Fields, 2011, p.69). As people are living 

longer and ninety is becoming a new norm for life span, a new life narrative is needed for 

current generations. McAdams’ life-story model presents that people create a life story - an 

internalized narrative with a beginning, middle, and an anticipated ending – which is 

reformulated throughout adulthood. Life stories reflect emotions, motivations, beliefs, values, 

and goals that set the context for a person’s behavior (Cavanaugh & Blanchard-Fields. 

2011, p.362). Lifespan theory can help re-establish agency over the life story by planning 

and making an effort to change life outcomes. Elders, Jr. states that “individuals construct 

their own life course through the choices and actions they take within the opportunities and 

constraints of history and social circumstances” (1999, p.15). 

 

With the three goals of onogenetic development - growth, maintenance (including resilience) 

and the regulation of loss (Baltes et al, 1999, p. 477) – adult learners can be viewed as 

having a life time of learning or as being a lifelong learner. With a stronger emphasis on and 

support for control of one’s communicative ability, aging for older adults need not be limited 
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from learning new skills such as digital technology skills.  

“The ability to communicate effectively is a critical component in successful adaptation to 

aging . . . communication helps elders to (1) continue the process of self-identity across 

the life span; (2) reap the cognitive, social and emotional benefits of socialization with 

family, peers, and others; (3) obtain what is needed to maintain adequately one’s lifestyle, 

health and interests; (4) live and move as independently and safely as possible with one’s 

environment; (5) participate actively and meaningfully in decision making regarding one’s 

life and care (Lubinski & Welland, 1997, p108).”  

 

Senior citizens’ use of mobile communications devices (i.e. iPhone) to stay connected and 

engaged in their families and communities provides cognitive benefits for aged people. This 

connection to others also helps alleviate older adult propensities such as depression. Use 

of mobile devices for leisure activities – crosswords, instructional dance videos – allows the 

older adult to have more control over when and where to practice their leisure and also aids 

in cognitive flexibility (Wang et al, 2012).  

 

In learning how best to assist learning for ‘digital immigrants’ technology and digital devices 

can be viewed as a new language that senior citizens must learn, not just through 

acquisition but through explicit study. In order to support explicit scaffolding, an 

understanding of the physical, mental and social elements of aging is helpful.  
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Physical   

As people get older their heart changes, their breathing changes, how they respond to their 

environment changes. Attention to physical changes such as body temperature and sleep 

patterns is also an area where older adults need assistance monitoring their health. 

Technology is moving towards smart devices that could provide things like bio-monitors, air 

quality sensor, automatic body temperature reminders, and sleeping patterns diagnoses 

while the patient is at home. Monitoring and providing more real time solutions to health 

related adjustments is good, but there are several areas to consider when creating 

technology that older adults will be using. 

 

As we age we have different physical limitations. People’s voices change as they age 

becoming thinner and weaker. Vision is also a limitation as compensation strategies such 

as the need for more illumination as well as the increased susceptibility to glare, challenge 

the use of mobile devices and screens. Hearing is also limited and provides not just 

physical limitations but psychological ones as well as hearing losses can reduce 

communication with others (Cavanaugh & Blanchard-Fields, 2011, p.70-84). 
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When using digital technology it is important to remember that touch and balance in older 

adults also has challenges. Senior citizens experience changes in sensitivity to touch, 

temperature, and pain. Additionally dizziness and vertigo are common in older adults and 

increase with age, as do falls (Cavanaugh & Blanchard-Fields, 2011, p.70-84).  Holding a 

smart device may be of no assistance if the older adult has trouble holding, focusing on the 

screen or has been incapacitated from touching or calling to the device for assistance. 

Changes in balance result in greater caution in older adults when walking, preventing 

multitasking that younger digital users do - walking and talking or texting simultaneously 

(Jenkins, 2006). 

 

Osteoarthritis and rheumatoid arthritis are two diseases that inhibit mobility and function in 

the environment. Hand dexterity and joint comfort could have technological assists with 

voice recognition, but with a weaker or changing voice this could be an additional problem 

of using technology successfully by older adults. Self-esteem issues because of a loss of 

strength and endurance have important psychological consequences that impede the 

performance and simulation skills needed for digital adaptation and adoption (Cavanaugh & 
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Blanchard-Fields, 2011, p.70-84). While smart homes are emerging, study is insufficient yet 

in how technology is bettering the quality of life for older adults (Frisardi & Imbimbo, 2011).  

Mental  

While life narratives and possible selves may help seniors re-imagine how their later years 

can be different than anticipated, limitations of cognitive function still emerge with age. 

 

Routine and practice are important to develop skill mastery. But this process also can act 

as a hindrance. Pre-existing categories in our cognitive functioning route the neural paths 

into regularly used paths making new learning ‘fit’ to pre-existing categories and pathways 

(Driscoll, 2006). This strengthens the pathways for automaticity, but brain plasticity suffers 

in return. Even though aging is associated with a decrease in the number of new neurons, 

this is alterable even in older adults. Even for older adults, the brain can retain its capacity 

to react to external stimuli that relate to improved cognitive performance (Cavanaugh & 

Blanchard-Fields, 2011, p. 52-5). 

 

Aging also decreases executive functioning and memory performance. However, with a 

smart home or bio-monitors older adults can use technology to assist executive functioning 
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and memory by using skills such as: appropriation - the ability to meaningfully reuse media 

content; distributed cognition - the ability to interact with tools that expand mental capacities; 

and transmedia navigation - the ability to follow the flow of information across multiple 

modalities (Jenkins, 2006). Older adults can take bio-monitor feedback and make new 

goals assisting their executive control function. They can aid memory by utilizing technology 

through distributed cognition to extend their memory. Additionally they can develop 

transmedia navigation skills of devices because of the natural assist of the bilateral 

activation of the brain in older adults serving as a supportive role in their cognitive 

functioning (Cavanaugh & Blanchard-Fields, 2011, p.44-9). Choosing learning behaviors 

that will activate both sides of the brain, as with TPR – Total Physical Response, can be 

beneficial to scaffold learning with older adults as well (Asher, 1967). 

 

By learning something new older adults can keep neural pathways active and their brain 

healthy. Regardless of age learning new things prompts and supports the brain and 

cognitive functioning. However, repetition still remains key to developing new learning and 

to maintaining those new gains with older learners (Cavanaugh & Blanchard-Fields, 2011).  
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Social 

Social judgment processes and social beliefs of aging can be attributed to generational 

differences and life-stage differences. Additionally society’s negative stereotypes about 

aging unconsciously guide behavior. Implicit stereotyping influences the way we 

communicate with older adults in our communities (Cavanaugh & Blanchard-Fields, 2011, 

p.296-304). This stereotyping affects self-concept and the life stories that are told about 

how people age. 

 

Self-concept is an organized, coherent, integrated pattern of self-perception. Events people 

experience help shape self-concept (Cavanaugh & Blanchard-Fields, 2011, p.342). If older 

adults are treated as if they are frail, they will tend to come to believe they are frail (Bearon, 

2002). Regular reminders about self-concept and self-esteem are needed while aging to 

maintain a healthful approach to judging the reliability and credibility of different information 

sources. Long-term stability in dispositional traits of personality indicates patterns of 

adjustment and growth that have value in making judgments and negotiating meaning 

(Cavanaugh & Blanchard-Fields, 2011, p.352). Just as judgment is an important skill within 

the digital learning environment, so is negotiation between people and environments that 
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are not of our cohort or experience.  

 

Differences in education level also show that older adults are more like to try new things like 

digital technology that cohorts with less education. As socio-economic level often impacts 

the level of education that people can attain, a good way to improve adaptation of new skills 

by seniors is to have a lifelong habit of willingness to learn especially within institutional 

settings (Jung et al, 2010). 

 

Social facilitation of cognitive functioning is also important in aging.  Social settings where 

people communicate with others influence cognitive processing. Collaborative cognition, 

collaborating with others in recollection, facilitates memory in older adults. Collaborating 

with others also enhances problem solving in older adults (Cavanaugh & Blanchard-Fields, 

2011, p.307). Three skills displayed by digital natives that would work well with collaborative 

cognition of older adults are: play - the capacity to experiment with one’s surroundings as a 

form of problem-solving; collective Intelligence — the ability to pool knowledge and 

compare notes with others; and networking — the ability to work with others to disseminate 
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information (Jenkins, 2006). Additionally affinity spaces as mentioned by Gee and Hayes in 

Language Learning in the Digital Age and New Digital Media give examples of how different 

age groups can benefit from accessing and using social network systems where older 

adults can reconnect with cohorts or develop online relationships with others based on a 

common interest, passion or affinity. 

 

Conclusion 

Much of what is known about aging can be looked at through a new lens to develop a new 

life narrative. Memory, which is a concern to many older adults, can now be supported not 

only with technology but also with social network access utilizing digital skills such as play, 

networking and collective intelligence. Physical limits can be compensated for with digital 

skills such as distributed cognition and transmedia navigation. Educational support and 

social connection are critical in raising awareness about digital skills for seniors and to 

ensure that technology is used by older adults to provide better quality of life and for them 

not to be controlled by it to the point that they lose their personal control.  
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