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Introduction

Government policy favours the use of computers and other new technologies in
learning, both for its reported ability to widen participation in learning, and also
to produce a workforce skilled in the areas which are perceived to be needed for
€CcoNnoMi C SUCCESS.

To investigate the extent to which technology has the potential to widen
participation in Hull, the Learners Forum has conducted research into people’s
attitudes to learning and technology in the city. Whilst this report concentrates on
computers and online learning, the full report also analyses data about learning
through the television, mobile phones and games consoles. For more information
about these other areas, please see the full report, entitled, ‘A Digital City?
Attitudesto learning and technology in Hull’.

In total, 103 residents of the city were spoken to, and the make-up of this sample
broadly reflects the demographics of Hull in terms of gender, age, employment
status and ethnicity. In addition to this, we made sure that we spoke to people
from all areas of the city by dividing it up according to the Area Committees.

For this piece of research, the Learners’ Forum used semi-structured interviews,
meaning that we were able to gain an insight into people’s opinions and
experiences in their own words. For more details about the methodology used in
this research, please refer to the full report, ‘A Digital City? Attitudes to learning
and technology in Hull’.

This report focuses on people’s views and experiences of using computers and
their thoughts about online learning. During interviews, respondents were asked
quite alarge number of questions about their opinions and usage of computers, as
well as their views on learning online, and so this report is a substantial ook at
what people in Hull think about computers and using them for learning purposes.



Technophobe or Technophile:

What people in Hull
think of computers



In order to gauge the potential success in Hull of learning initiatives involving
high levels of technology use to widen participation in learning, the Learners
Forum asked residents about their general attitudes towards technology.
Participants had the opportunity to share any views they held on the place of
technology in society as a whole, aswell as any personal feelings and experiences
they wished to talk about. In addition to this, they were questioned about their
levels of confidence in using technology, and about their use of particular
appliances, namely computers, mobile phones and games consol es.

By gaining a grasp of some of the specific issues affecting people in Hull, the
Learners Forum will be able to ‘scout out the land’ in terms of attitudes to
technology in the city, seeking to find out whether or not the land is fertile for
technology to effectively encourage more people to engage in learning, and if so,
how this might be best done.

Confidence

Naturally, the levels of understanding a person has in using technology will
strongly affect how confident they are and the ways in which they use it, if at all.
The participantsin the Learners’ Forum research displayed a wide range in terms
of their understanding of how technology works, from those who felt very skilled
and competent to those who described themselves as fearful of technology. In
general, a lack of understanding and knowledge breeds fear, and if people
experience this, they are unlikely to either want to learn to use technology, or feel
capable of benefiting from the advantages of using it. Interviewees were asked to
rate themselves on a scale of one to five in terms of their confidence in using
technology, with one being not at all confident and five being very confident.
The results are shown in Figure 1.

As can be seen from figure 1, just under a quarter of the sample rated themselves
as a three. More people rated themselves as confident than rated themselves as
not confident.

In terms of age, thereisatrend for those lacking in confidence with technology to
be at the older end of the spectrum; although only seven participants rated
themselvesasa “1”, or not at all confident, all but one of these were over 55 years
old. Interestingly, the youngest group of participants is to be found rating
themselves as having just over average confidence with technology at “3.5”.
However, as people rate themselves as more confident in using technology, the
age range of people in these groups rises too, so that those rating themselves as
being very confident with technology are aged from 21 to 83.



Figure 1: Respondents’ confidence in technology use
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The factors behind these varying levels of confidence towards technology, and
towards computers in particular, are explored below. After a brief summary of
some background information about government policy concerning the use of
ICT in learning, we look at the facts and figures about how many people in Hull
are using computers and how they are using them. Moving on from this is an
exploration of the various issues which participants discussed in terms of their
own experiences and opinions in terms of using computers. In looking at these,
the Learners Forum hopes to influence future learning initiatives involving ICT
by highlighting how people in Hull currently think and feel about computers.

Computers and Learning

Several recent government initiatives have focussed on ensuring that the whole of
the UK population has access to a PC and to the internet, and the opportunity to
gain the necessary skills to use them. Examples of this include the People’s
Network, a £100 million Lottery-funded project which has placed an ICT
learning centre in every public library, and the roll-out of UKonline and
Learndirect centres throughout the country. Having ICT skills has been cited by
government as the third ‘skill for life’, alongside literacy and numeracy, and it is
evident through government policy that technology is to be at the centre of the
learning agenda for some time. The post 16 e-learning strategy task force argue,
“it is clear that a lack of ICT skills, including not having the skills to learn
through ICT, is potentially now as great a barrier to employability and social
inclusion as a lack of achievement in literacy and numeracy have been to date”
(2002:4).

To find out how relevant using computers as either a site of learning or an aid to
learning could be to the residents of Hull, the Learners Forum asked interviewees
to explain their own use of computers.



Respondents’ computer use

Just under 60% of all respondents said that they had a computer in their own
home. This is similar to the findings of the BCS (British Computer Society)
General IT Literacy survey of over 2,000 British adults which found that 59% of
those questioned had access to a computer at home. (Georgiou 2004: 6)

Out of the interviewees in Hull who did not have their own computers at home,
48% of them did not use a computer anywhere else, and a 52% of them reported
making use of them in other settings. More people used computersin places such
as community centres and libraries than used them at work.

All of those who said they lacked computer experience were not in employment,
whether through unemployment, retirement or studies.

In addition to this, those who did have their own computer were more likely to
also use a computer in other locations; in the workplace and el sewhere.

From this, we can gather that those with some experience of computing are more
likely to seek out further opportunities to use computers than those with little or
no experience.

W hen interviewees were quizzed about what they used a computer for, the most
popular response was accessing the internet and sending emails. Almost two-
thirds (65%) of the 79 respondents who were current or past computer users
answered in this way. The second most popular use of computers was word
processing — 41% of participants who were current or past computer users talked
about this. Following closely behind this were those who said that they did
‘work’ on the computer.

Figure 2 displays the frequency at which various computer applications were
cited by participants. It should be noted that interviewees were asked the
guestion, ‘what do you use a computer for?, and were given the opportunity to
answer in their own terms, and were not asked whether or not they participate in
each of the following tasks. Therefore, it is a mark of participants’ priorities in
their computer use, as they were given the chance to respond freely. All
percentages are rounded to the nearest whole number.

Some of these statistics are backed up by national studies. In the survey on
General IT Literacy, respondents were asked about their reasons for using a
computer. The most popular answer was internet use, with 73% of those using a
computer saying this. The joint second most popular uses of a computer were
cited as word processing and email, with 68% each.

Participants in the Hull research were also asked about how often they used a
computer. Again, due to the nature of the interviews, people were not given a set
number of responses to choose from, but were able to answer in whatever terms
they felt were appropriate.



There were 44% of computer users who said that they used a computer every day
— and this was the most popular answer to the question. Just under a third (30%)
of computer usersin Hull said that they used a computer several times a week.
Using a computer once a week or less often than this were 23% of computer
users, with the majority of these saying that they used a computer just afew times
amonth. In addition to thiswere the 3% of current and past computer users who
felt that their use of a computer was so changeable throughout the year according
to other circumstances in their lives that it was impossible for them to give an
accurate answer (for example one man uses a computer very often when looking
to book a holiday, but less so at other times of the year).

Figure 2: Residents’ computer use
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* Percentages exceed 100% in total because interviewees were free to talk about as many different
reasons for using a computer as they wished.

Therefore, most computer usersin Hull use a computer at least once a week, and
the majority of people use one more often than this. It isclear that if people are
computer users, they are likely to use the technology often. In thisway, it can be
assumed that for those who do not currently use computers, if they were attracted
enough to try using a computer, they would be likely to make more and more use
of it, as their confidence grew and as the usefulness of the technology became
increasingly apparent to them.

Exposureto computersleadsto a need for them

As stated above, the majority of computer users are habitual users and make use
of the technology often. The amount of exposure which participants have had in
using computers affects their confidence in using them. Generally, those who
have had a lot of exposure to computers and ample opportunity to do so are far
more confident in their use than those who have had little experience of spending



time on a computer. In addition to increasing people’s confidence, as they
become more exposed to the technology, they will also become more aware of
what computers can do for them. In thisway, they will have a reason, or a need,
to use a computer and will therefore want to use them more.

For example, an 18 year old male student studying an A Level in Computing has
four computers in his household and uses a computer everyday. When asked
how confident he feels in using technology generally, he describes himself as
‘bloody confident’. Clearly, for this individual, the fact that he has been
surrounded by computers since a young age has sparked his interest and meant
that they have become a part of his natural environment.

In contrast to thisis a 32 year old full-time mother and housewife who portrays
herself as lacking in confidence when it comes to using computers. Her
experience of using a computer in the home is charted thus:

Computers | don’t understand them at all. | probably would if I...yes, |
can use a keyboard, but...I bought my daughter one off my friend, she
sold it to me cheaply and it keeps crashing and | think, well | just don’t
know what isgoing on, and | just say turn it off. And now she’stelling
me I’ve not been shutting it down, | had to be shown how to do that.
(32 yr old female, housewife & at-home mother)

Evidently, an individual’s own history of exposure to computers, and the number
of opportunities they have had to make use of them hugely affects their ability
both to feel confident in their use of such technology, and also to exploit a
computer’s capabilities. Due to a lack of experience and confidence in computer
use, a person isless likely to want to learn how to use one, either through fear of
the unknown or a lack of understanding the functions and purposes of a
computer. For instance, the following respondent has had the opportunity to
learn computer skills and make good use of several computers in convenient
locations, but is still not tempted by the prospect of learning to use the internet:

Int:  Would you use a computer for other stuff? Maybe for going on
theinternet or emailing?

Pp:  1I’d never get one. My brother’s got one and if | need anything |
will go round there and ask him to look at it for me. 1’d never buy one
because | don’t think I’d useit. | mean if you want to you can go in the
library near usat Garden Village and useit for an hour, free.

Int:  Theinternet?
Pp: Yeah. Well | wouldn’t even know how to get onto the internet,
you know what | mean.

(62 yr old retired female)

It is clear that placing computers in what are thought of as convenient locations
does not necessarily expose people to the technology. If people do not perceive
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any need to use computers, then they are very unlikely to begin using them.
D espite this person’s awareness that there are computing services available on her
doorstep, free of charge (thus combating the two often-cited barriers to
participation in learning of travel and cost), thisis not enough to convince her to
start using computers as aregular part of her life. In part, thisis down to afear of
the unknown; a little later in the interview, she describes how she would feel
uncomfortable at the idea of banking and paying bills online, saying:

Well it’s no good cause | would still keep my paper bills cause | would
be so frightened | would press a button and they all disappeared, so |
would still keep them, do you know what | mean.

Without any real reason to make use of computers, this person is very reluctant to
start using them.

All of those who feel they have a lack of experience when it comes to computer
use are out of the sphere of work, either through retirement, unemployment or
studies. This suggests that the reasons behind this dearth of experience are a
combination of age, amongst the retired interviewees, and a lack of enforced
opportunity in the workplace to engage with computer technology. Having had
little experience of using computers means that these people do not perceive any
need for learning to do so.

Several respondents felt that they had no need for computersin their lives:

Erm, | don’t, | am not interested one little bit on about computers. It
doesn’t interest me [...] Doesn’t interest me. | don’t need it. | never
have needed it.

(78 yr old retired male)

This participant’s assertion that he has ‘never needed’ computersis of course true;
in his current lifestyle, he has become accustomed to carrying out tasksin various
ways which do not involve the use of computers, and so it is perhaps unsurprising
that he chooses not to learn how to use them, in spite of having ready access to
one at the charity for which he volunteers. Evidently, for such people, computers
are considered largely irrelevant to their current modes of lifestyle and daily
behaviour, and so to engage them in learning by using technology, they would
first have to be convinced of the benefit of the technology for them personally.

For some, it is clear that one of the reasons for them not needing computers is
partly a lack of understanding of the wide-reaching capabilities of a computer, as
illustrated by the following respondent:

Pp:  I’m not into computers.

Int: How do you feel about those kinds of things?

Pp: Well, you seethethingiswhen | was at work in the later part of
my employment | was doing the accounts and also the material coming
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into the college and, by sort of cards, indexes and so on, the
information was stored and really to me computersarejust an electronic
way of replacing the index cards, they’re not anything more, they can’t
think, well they can think but only cause that knowledge has been
programmed into them, they can’t think originally.

(75yr old retired male)

This rather limited perception of the purposes and benefits of using a computer is
unlikely to tempt a person to engage on a learning course involving PC’s.
However, taking into consideration this participant’s age, it is likely that when he
first encountered computers, this was precisely the capacity in which they were
presented, and this idea has remained with him.

Other respondents described how they had undergone a change in attitude
towards using computers, from a more negative feeling towards a more positive
one. Of those who related having had an attitude change in this respect, the
majority were in the direction of more positive views rather than the other way
around:

| think | was, | had a pretty ambivalent attitude towards them maybe
even sorta like err distrust of them in the beginning but they are
essential for the way | work now and erm yeah, | feel they’re essential.
| usethem all thetime.

(39 yr old full-time employed male on income support)

| remember when mobile phones came out, | couldn’t really afford one
at the time and | thought bollocks, you know, | don’t really want one
[...] Same with computers, like, I know [computers were] like at
infancy when we were at Park Street but that was probably the first
timethat 1’d sat at a PC and, remember learning how to open afile and
close afile, you know and like now | live on computers.

(34 yr old full-time employed male)

Both of the above people seem to have felt quite negatively about computers in
the past, only to have reached a stage in their working lives where they now
acknowledge the necessity of using them. In part, thisis due to the fact that both
are employed, and are using computers on a daily basis through their work — in
this way, they view computers as essential for their jobs because they now fulfil a
vital role in their working lives. However, the key factor in this attitude shift for
these and other participantsis that the growth in confidence in computer use has
come through increased use, which has shown them the immense usefulness of
computers. Therefore, these respondents have become confident in using
computers because they have experienced forced exposure to them in the
workplace. Through this, they have come to think of computers as fundamental
to the way they work, thus gaining a sense of need for such technology.

All of those who have had such an attitude change are aged between their mid-

30’s and late 50’s — these are of generations when computers would have been
guite complicated and exact machines to use when they were younger.
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Therefore, they have seen such technology advance in terms of user-friendliness,
and so it is not surprising that these people have had an about-turn with regards
their feelings towards technology.

Biography/history of computers

The way in which people use computers is necessarily intertwined with their
understanding of what a computer is, and its purpose. This understanding will
essentially stem from an individual’s notion of the history of computers, both in
terms of their own engagement with them throughout their own lives, and more
widely in relation to how computers are seen to be used by society as a whole.
Several participants in the study related their own history, or biography, of
computer use. One such person explains what computer use meant for himin his
youth:

| was the unlucky generation at school that the technology that was
available the kinda computers that you just really had to be so scientific
boy, you know what | mean, boy as well usually kinda thing especially
in them days and they had one computer at school and it was like
workin’ in some BBC language was it they used to call it, it was the
only way you could interface with the bloody thing was to know a
whole load of nonsense language.

(40 yr old self-employed male)

Clearly, for this respondent, computers in the past were machines which
provoked negative feelings — they were alienating, as ‘a whole load of nonsense
language’ had to be understood in order to use them. However, for this
individual, thiswas not a sufficient reason to put him off computers altogether, as
he explains:

| second guessed them all if they carry on like this no one’s gonna get
into them you know what | mean they are gonna improve this, thisis
pointless, they were trying to teach me stuff that | knew again, you
know, clever little dick that | am, you know what | mean, this isn’t
gonna be around by the time I’ve actually learnt it all sort of thing and |
wasright...

This participant was able to rationalise the need for computers to become a lot
more user-friendly, and therefore seems to have waited until this happened before
he became involved in learning to use them. Now he sees computers as
invaluable for his music production, and thus his use of the technology reflects
the interests he already held.

Another participant who relates their biography of using computers is cited
below:

[Computers] terrified me, but when they first camein | wasonaYTS

and we had to program ‘em and the tutor kept saying to us don’t press
any buttons other than what we tell you otherwise you will wipe it all
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off. Whereas now you can save ‘em all, can’t you? W hereas then you
couldn’t, and | always had this image of this tutor saying don’t press
any buttonsand I’m like eurgh!

(35 yr old female, housewife and carer)

For this second person, a sense of fear prevailed due to her past experience of
computing as an exact science, where all mistakes carried the potential for dire
consequences. She is currently attempting to combat this fear and gain new skills
by studying a CLAIT course, which she describes as ‘hard’, and it is evident from
the above that she understands that the way computers work has changed since
she first encountered them as a young woman on her YTS. The extent to which
this has affected her is unclear though — whilst she knows that her work can be
easily saved on the hard drive and mistakes are more easily rectifiable, sheis till
lacking in confidence when it comes to working on a computer. For example,
when asked if she would do an online course, she says that it would not be
suitable for her as she would:

prefer to have a, somebody there, and if you go wrong, like at college
and [the tutor will] come over, and it’s real simple things that | go
wrong with anyway, and you do know, but there’s that much to do, it’s
just a simple thing here and there....

For this individual, then, her own biography of using computers has fostered a
sense of fear that mistakes may be made, and she feels a need for the support of a
tutor to ensure that she does not go wrong. Rather than feeling confident enough
to play around on computers and ‘learn by doing’, as other participants have
testified, she feels that she needs a formal course with the support of a tutor in
order to gain the computing skills she hopes will make her more employable in
the future.

In thisway, it is clear that people’s “baggage” from the past affects their attitudes
and subsequent engagement with technology. However, the examples above
illustrate how it is possible for people’s views and levels of confidence in
computer use to change over time and for them to re-engage with the technology.

Computersat work

A number of respondents viewed computers as a part of the work landscape; their
biography of computers firmly situated them in the workplace. In addition to the
general sense that modern technology could be very useful in the workplace, it
was also made clear that many people learnt their ICT skills at work.

I’d love to know a lot more about computers, probably having a
professional one would be a start. It’s sort of something that you do at
work anyway, | can use computers for work and computerised
telephones and things like that. You sort of learn to work your way
through it but to do some course on that is something | have always
wanted to do.

(27 yr old full-time employed female)

14



Int: Haveyou used [computers] much?

Pp:  Well | have had to use them, had to take it on board at work
yeah, but all I got involved with was all that was necessary to get me
by, you know, | never investigated too far. I’ve done a little bit more
since | left work.

(56 yr old retired male)

It is interesting that although these participants have picked up their computer
skills from the workplace, they do not appear to feel that they have gained a
comprehensive set of skills, as the first person talks about wanting to go on a
course to further enhance her knowledge, and the second feels he has learnt more
since retiring from work. Whilst many of those who use computers in their jobs
are confident enough to use them in the familiar context of work, some do not
appear to be quite so confident when atask falls outside of what they normally do
for their job.

Being exposed to computers and having the opportunity to use them at work does
not necessarily equip people with sufficient knowledge and skills to be able to use
acomputer in different contexts. There is evidence that some people learn how to
do specific tasks on a computer at work, rather than learning a set of transferable
skills which could take them further in terms of their own employment, or be of
use outside of work time. Being able to do a number of different things on a
computer and understand how they could link across other activities is essential
to understanding how computers work, and being empowered to maximise their
use in day-to-day situations.

For some participants who are either unable to work through illness or are of the
opinion that they are unable to work, the idea of learning to use computers is
inextricably linked to gaining and maintaining employment. For many
unemployed people, gaining ICT skillsis important if they are to become part of
the labour market. However, for those who are unable to work, as government
policy supports the notion that ICT skills are needed for individuals employment
and for the benefit of the economy overall, the idea of learning computer skills for
the purpose of work can be alienating and discouraging:

Int: Isthereany learning you would like to do in the future?

Pp:  Mmm computers | would really like to, but they just don’t
interest me and | think it’s because | don’t really have to use them, you
know, like if you use them all the time obviously most jobs are
computer based and | think if you have got to haveit, but | think | don’t
really useit so it doesn’t [...].

(31 yr old female, retired from work duetoill health)

The above individual is unable to work because of illness, but is currently
studying an AS Level in Sociology, and so enhanced computer skills could be of
benefit to her if she did not feel that they were so inextricably linked to
employment.
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A further implication of computers being predominantly linked to employment is
that all of those for whom this is irrelevant could potentially feel excluded from
the technological revolution, and thus become further excluded from society.
Groups who could feel the impact of thisinclude the long-term sick and disabled
and the retired, as well as the long-term unemployed.

In contrast to government policy’s emphasis on ICT skills for employment, a
small number of interviewees felt that computers were not always helpful in the
workplace. One such example is a midwife who recounts her fears at how the
amount of administration done on a computer has increased to the extent that she
feels it is pulling new recruits away from the real job they are supposed to be
doing:

But | think I’ve been brought kicking and screaming into the twentieth
century really, like | say we have to use a computer at work now and |
say, that’sit! | wanted to deliver babies and look after people, | didn’t
want to sit at a computer all day. But people have been brought into my
profession differently and | find that hard [...]

(37 yr old part-time employed female)

Perhaps most important is the fact that in her opinion, some of the women going
into midwifery are unsuitable for the job itself as they are going through the route
of studying for a university degree and learning to do a lot of “paperwork” on the
computer, as opposed to her own practical training on the job which she had
undergone in the past. She describes two groups of recently qualified students,
some of whom were;

absolutely fabulous. Really brilliant midwives, really good [...] they’ve
really struggled to get their degrees, really struggled with the paperwor k
and yet, on the ward they're fantastic, they've got perfect confidence,
with the women, everything and then the group that were in ahead of
them were rubbish, they've all got these first class honours and all this,
and | think, but you're a rubbish midwife!

Her fears are that the need for elements of technology use and a degree
gualification may be off-putting to some people who would in actual fact be very
good at the job.

As seen later in her interview, this participant is not wholly against technology in
her workplace; she advocates the use of high-tech equipment with expectant
mothers, as she can see this is of direct practical benefit to them, but it is clear
from the above that some people feel forced into using computers when they do
not feel that it is especially important to the hands-on job they were trained and
employed to do.
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Age

Part of the earlier argument about computers having a history relates to people’s
age. Naturally, a child’s biography of computers is going to differ largely from
their parents and grandparents’ biographies due to first encountering the
machines at different stages in their development, and varying levels of exposure.
Several participants spoke about how levels of confidence varied according to the
user’s age, and in most cases, people’s experience of using computers was linked
to their age. One person was generally positive about technological advances for
children and young people, but did not feel that it was relevant for her, indicating
the relationship between people’s perceptions of their own age and for whom
technology isrealy beneficial:

| think [technology is] very good for young people. Very, very good,
and 1’m sure it’s the up and coming thing and the day will come when
everybody’s using computers and things, but...no, | don’t think I’ll get
involved. But it is a very good thing, | mean my children and
grandchildren, they’re all into that sort of thing. They look at me
sometimes and think, ‘ohhh!? [makes funny face and laughs]

(70 yr old part-time employed female)

For this particular interviewee, computers appear to have come to prominence at
a time in her life when she is not ready for change, and so she views them in a
positive light but only in relation to people belonging to generations younger than
herself.

Another participant senses the pressure to use computers and get online, but is
still reluctant to do so, dismissing computers and the internet as being primarily
for younger people:

Int:  Would you liketo go on theinternet?

Pp: It doesn’t really impress me, | think | ought to because
everything you see on telly when it’s advertising stuff it’s ‘and log into
our website’. They act as though everyone has a computer and not
everyone has, but most people of my age are a bit dubious really with
technology. | think it’s more for you youngsters.

(50 yr old female on incapacity benefit)

However, it is not just those of retirement age who consider computers to be of
more use to children and young people than adults. A mother of four describes
her own children’sinteraction with computers:

It’s like the computers, | mean, computers are excellent aren’t they,
erm, but erm, the children just know how to use them. They’re
confident with them because they learn from the off, | mean at [my
daughter’s] nursery they have hundreds of computers there and she’s
guite confident with getting the colours on there, and | don’t know how
to do it, and you know, you think, ‘oh good, I’m glad she does’.
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Because you’re going to need it, aren’t you? It gives her a start and | get
the kids to sort out the telly for me, and the DVD, which is really bad
in’t it, because it’s easy, they know how to do it, and | let them.
They’re just so confident, aren’t they? | mean, they do break things as
well, but...

(37 yr old part-time employed female)

The above quotation is interesting — the respondent is lacking in confidence when
using technology herself, and so she would rather let her children be in charge of
using devices, even if ‘they do break things’ sometimes, instead of putting herself
in the position where she has to use technology. She appears to excuse this
behaviour by stating that ‘the children just know how to use them’ because
‘they learn from the off’. In other words, technology in the home has become
the children’s domain because they have learned to use it from a young age, in
contrast to their mother who is a reluctant computer user in the workplace. It
would seem that as a result of technology being a part of the children’s natural
environment as they have been growing up, they have gained the confidence not
only to become competent users, but also to use a trial and error method of
working out how things work, which does sometimes result in appliances
becoming broken!

Increasingly, children are becoming more IT literate than adults. An indication
of this comes from a survey which shows that nationally, 99% of all children have
access to a computer, whether at home, school, elsewhere or a combination of
locations (Becta 2002:32). W hen the children and young people were asked how
easy it was to use the internet, 78% of them thought it was “quite” or “very easy”
(Becta 2002:35). This contrasts with our own research amongst adults, which
found that just 65% use the internet, let alone find it easy to do so.

With computer skills being taught from nursery age and throughout their school
careers, and with technology playing a progressively more important role in their
lives outside of formal education, kids are often more tech-savvy than their
parents from a very young age. In light of this, several respondents passed
comment about children’s use of computers, airing their concerns and views.

One interviewee, who was not a parent himself, expressed the opinion that if he
were to have children, he would encourage them to use a computer as he saw
them as beneficial to the learning process:

Well to be quite honest if | had kids and they wanted a games console |
would have said “No — have a computer”. Most of the games on a
console you’ve got on a computer, you can learn more using a PC as
well as playing games, but a games console you just play games. With a
computer you play the games as well as learn how to use a spreadshest,
database, word processing, PowerPoint, so you are learning far more,
so | would think you would probably make a computer that way far
more enjoyable than just sitting there playing — | mean | think they are
stupid. (49 yr old male, unemployed volunteer)
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This relates to Buckingham and Scanlon’s (2003) findings that parents had a
belief that the PC in particular had the potential for learning for their children. In
their sample, many parents were aware that, when combined with other
educational commodities, such as educational CDROMs, a home computer is a
‘symbolic good’ of parenting that is perceived as indispensable (Buckingham and
Scanlon 2003:109), or in other words, owning a computer was seen as a sign of
good parenting.

In opposition to these perceived advantages of having a computer for children are
the fears of what may happen when children go onto the internet. For those
participants with little or no personal experience of using the internet, their fears
were of the unknown, fuelled by media reports of paedophiles using it as a ploy to
meet vulnerable children. With a lack of understanding of how the internet
works, for these people the internet in itself was perceived to be a danger to
children:

Pp:  Waell if they are interested love | think it’s a good thing, but I
think that it’sa bad thing with all the internet stuff on it.

Int:  Why do you say that?

Pp:  Well | do because ook at the heartache it’s brought to a lot of
families.

Int:  You mean with the kidnappings?

Pp: Yeah, yeah, yeah. It’s opened the world, but it’s opened the
dangerousworld. Do you understand what | mean?

Int:  All of asudden you don’t know what your kids are doing?

Pp:  Exactly, exactly.
(65 yr old retired female)

Clearly, there is a real cause for concern in terms of the potential dangers for
children using the internet. However, without a full understanding of the
safeguards which can be put in place, people can become very fearful of what the
internet is and be unaware of the benefits of using it safely. The majority of those
in this situation will be of retirement age, and so less likely to be a limiting force
for children in terms of prohibiting their computer use. In spite of this, the sense
of unease is not limited to people in this age bracket, as was shown by the fact
that some of our sample had no experience of using the internet at all, and were
much younger than this.

Those with a greater experience of using the internet, and hence a greater
understanding of how it works, had concerns about their children’s internet use
but these were practically grounded in the reality of using a computer, with
safeguards in place to prevent any potential problems:
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| once got this piece of information years and years ago that you never
put a PC in a kid’s bedroom, we don’t, we have it downstairs we all
have access to it, we all know what’s going on. [...] It’s not down to
trust, it’sdown to all chipping in together | think, | trust whatever they
goon. (36 yr old part-time employed female)

This does suggest that parental attitudes can play an important part in their
children’s exposure to technologies and the ways in which they are allowed to use
them. Perhaps ‘family learning’ style courses can go some way to addressing
some of these issues, involving the teaching of things such as internet safety and
more generalised computing skills.

Importantly, the influence of age and confidence on a computer can affect how
somebody learns if, for example, computers are used as part of a formal course.
An interviewee recounts how his age and lack of experience put him at a
disadvantage when it comes to doing exercises on the computer during his
German class:

Pp:  Weusecomputersin the German class [and I’m always behind].
Int: Isthat listening exer cises?

Pp: It’salittle bit of writing, and a little bit of listening, and there’s
all sorts of exercises that you can do, you go into a German for
beginners course, so you go into there, and I’m still getting into there
[logging on] while everybody else has done it. 1’m 57, and they’re, |
think one’s 18, just had his eighteenth birthday, one’s 17 | think, and
one’s 21 who normally comes. That’s about the age gap.

(57 yr old retired male)

It is clearly not essential to have a high level of computing skillsin order to master
a foreign language, but for thisindividual, hislack of IT skillsis putting him at a
disadvantage in his course. Maybe further research should be conducted to find
out about how the involvement of ICT in the teaching of different subjects is
affecting learners’ experiences of courses in areas other than ICT, and their
outcomes?

How people gain computer skills

A number of participants shared the ways in which they felt they learned to use a
computer. Some of these spoke in terms of requiring a formal computer course
where they could learn a set of skills, and these were predominantly those who
wanted to learn to use computers for work purposes, either to gain employment
or change jobs. In addition to this, a large number of people felt that they learnt
computer skills best on their own. Unsurprisingly, these tended to be those who
were quite confident in using the technology. Meanwhile, some interviewees
talked about learning more about the computer in an informal manner from
friends or family. It wasfound that these people ranged in confidence from those
very competent computer users picking up the odd shortcut to those who would
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not feel happy enough to study aformal course or learn on their own, but enjoyed
learning new skills from those they already knew. Undoubtedly, the ways in
which respondents feel they learn best are linked to their levels of confidence in
computer use. However, it should be noted that some hard-to-reach sections of
society may not be able to make use of any of these methods of |earning computer
skills because of a lack of access to a computer, lack of funds and confidence to
follow a course and a potential lack of acquaintances who have the ability to
teach them how to use a computer.

Computer cour ses

Several interviewees spoke about their experiences on predominantly entry-level
computer courses. The pervading sense was that these were courses which were
followed because people felt they needed the qualification to prove what they
could do on a computer to potential employers:

Like I’m doing an ECDL at the minute and | don’t like it. But it’s
something that needs to be doneif | want that bit of paper. So, you just
do it. [...] erm I’m out of work at the moment and so | think that that
could be an incentiveto an employer if | turn up with that.

(35 yr old female on incapacity benefit)

This contrasts with those respondents mentioned earlier who were out of work
and found the idea of studying to gain computer skills for work an alienating
prospect. The above participant is studying an ECDL because she wants a
‘decent job?, but has no clear aim in terms of a specific career which requires this
gualification. In actual fact, she is working towards getting the piece of paper in
the hope that this will impress an employer.

In the Learners’ Forum report ‘Learning to Listen, Listening to Learn’ (2002), we
found that people were seldom aware of the complexities often involved in
negotiating learning and work.

The path through learning into work or a better job is not an easy one,
especially for those completely outside the labour market. The way
people discussed this processin relation to themselves suggested a linear
approach of “learning- qualification- job”. (Springate 2002:30)

It was also found that this was particularly true of those embarking on IT
gualifications in order to do generic office or administration work — for many of
these people, it was assumed that because they were pursuing such qualifications,
they would automatically get ajob at the end of it.

An example of thisis a 21 year old full-time mother who is currently doing an
ECDL course, having successfully passed a CLAIT course and several other
computer courses beforehand. When asked why she is doing ECDL, shereplies:

Just because it wasthe next step on from the Clait and then I’m
gonnado Clait Pluswhen | finish that. It’sjust that they said the
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ECDL wasallittle bit easier. Just the next step.
(21 yr old full-time mother)

However, when questioned further about the type of job she would like to do, it
appears that perhaps she is not studying the most relevant courses for her career
ambitions:

Int: Do you seeyourself in an office?
Pp:  No, nol liketo be hands-on, no | don’t see myself in an office.

This is clearly an individual who is successfully following these courses and
gaining both confidence and skills in computing, but to what end? Whilst she is
able to study these courses at the women’s centre she attends with childcare
facilities at a minimal cost and is doing well in them, if they are not actualy
appropriate for the types of job she would like to go into in the future, surely it is
not very helpful to her as an individual to be able to gain these computer skills so
easly to the detriment of other skills which would be of more use to her career
path. Itisimperative that the emphasison learning ICT skillsis not blown out of
proportion to the actual importance of ICT skills in the workplace, and their
relevance to the individual learner.

Other participants spoke about their experiences on courses which had not been
everything they had hoped for:

But sort of a lot of my friends my age all feel the same; alright maybe
we couldn’t take it in. | think, you know if we had had a one-to-one
training we might have done better, but the classwas varied, some were
guite good down to beginners and you kept saying “[Tutor, tutor],
something’s gone wrong” you know, and you didn’t get enough
attention.

(62 yr old retired female)

The issues highlighted above have been brought up by earlier research carried out
by the Learners’ Forum, in which many respondents discussed unsatisfactory
experiences on IT courses. Specifically, dissatisfaction about IT provision
resulted from people thinking that class sizes were too large, and so therefore they
did not receive sufficient one-to-one support.

This probably reflects two things. Firstly, that most of those engaging
with the courses were new to IT, were not confident with computers,
and wanted lots of support. Secondly, the procedural nature of much of
the learning, where people follow tasks and cannot progress if they
don’t understand something, means that people were often left waiting
for help. (Springate 2003:17)

These are concerns which are being addressed through current research the

Learners Forum is conducting into residents’ experiences on entry-level 1T
coursesin Hull.
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L earning individually

For those who were fairly confident in using a computer, it was commonly cited
that some respondents felt that they played around with computers in order to
understand more of their functions. More interviewees talked about how they
learned ICT skills on their own than went on courses or learnt from family and
friends. Although there was a wide age range in terms of those who said they
learned individually, the largest group were under 30 and therefore belonging to
generations where they would have been most likely to have become accustomed
to using computers and messing about on them in order to learn how to use
various applications.

Interestingly, none of the interviewees in this group rated themselves as very
confident when using technology — in spite of the fact that the largest number
rated themselves as a “4” (quite confident), there was also a significant number
who rated themselves around the middle of the one to five scale. Even if these
individuals were not fully IT literate, they were confident enough to “have a go”
in order to learn how to do things.

I’m aware that it’s pretty easy to use and | can usually work things out
sort of thing... (40 yr old self-employed male)

For the most part, these participants are not reliant on others in order to learn
how to use computers, and are confident enough by themselves to try new things
and pick up fresh skills by trial and error. This confidence and lack of fear of
technology isillustrated by the following respondent:

| generally giveit a stab; | giveit ago, and if it blows up, well?!
(26 yr old female student)

For other interviewees, confidence ssemmed from those activities on a computer
with which they were already familiar. The majority of these were at the younger
end of the age range of participants (under 40), and had become particularly
confident at doing things which they either wanted or needed to do. The main
reason that people in this group seem to be confident in doing such thingsis that
they have only learnt the skills they feel they have needed to learn, whether in
employment, study, home life etc., and so have had a great deal of experience in
these activities.

Int:  How confident are you using technology generally?

Pp:  Erm, if its something | know then rather confident, like | can do
typing and | can do spreadsheets and thingslikethat, but if | had todo a
database then | get real confused and | don’t understand things like
that, but if it’sthings | know then yeah, | feel confident on it.

(18 yr old female student)

A key factor in most of the comments which fall under this category is that
participants acknowledge the limitations of their own knowledge of technology —
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they realise that the technology is capable of doing more than they use it for, and
that their use of it istailored to their needs. Unsurprisingly, respondents who are
accustomed to using particular applications seem quite confident in doing so, and
several of them are explicit about what they can do on a computer:

Well with the computer it depends what | am doing, if I’m doing word
processing, you know ok, not a problem erm, | can change things
round, | can cut and paste, | can do all that sort of thing...

(74 yr old retired male)

It isinteresting that most of this group of respondents is quite young — belonging
to an age group where they have grown up using computers and so have reached
a certain level of competence through exposure, and yet where they are aware
that the technology is capable of far more than they are familiar with. However,
in spite of this comprehension of their own limitations and the far-reaching
capabilities of a computer, it is still clear that computers are only as useful to
people as they are relevant.

Some people try to keep up with technological advances by continuing to learn on
the computer so that their knowledge and skills remain up to date. This can be
for work purposes or for personal interest:

| subscribe to a fortnightly computer magazine so | tend to keep up to
date. (44 yr old employed male)

...you are always learning. If you can learn something when something
new comes along that’s slightly new to what you know, so you have to
learn that again to keep abreast of what’s going on.

(49 yr old male, unemployed volunteer)

L ear ning from friends and family

For some people, learning computer skills appears to be best done with other
people who are already known and trusted, i.e. friends and family. Learning in
this way means people can feel able to ask questions without embarrassment in
front of a class, receive the one-to-one friendly support and encouragement they
need and enjoy a more relaxed atmosphere than might be in a traditional
classroom.

Int:  How confident do you feel using [technology]?

Pp:  Err fairly confident there’s still things on computers that I’m not
great with but | think erm generally | know enough people who can sort
the problems out...

(39 yr old full-time employed male, on income support)

| have a computer and | do mess about on it but if | get stuck | ask me
grandson. (70 yr old retired female)
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Clearly, for the above interviewees, it is natural for them to ask for help on the
computer from people already known and trusted by them. There will always be
those who feel more comfortable learning in this way — from those with whom
they already have arelationship, rather than from atutor.

W hether people are learning computer skills (or any other subject) from a tutor or
from friends or family, a good relationship is essential. The issue of a good
relationship between learner and tutor or tutor-figure was raised in earlier
research done by the Learners’ Forum, which found that the relationship between
students and tutor was vital to the learning experience on a course. (Springate
2002)

However, for some people, the concept of learning from others goes further, to
the extent that they allow others to carry out all tasks on a computer rather than
doing it themselves:

Int:  I’m just going to move on and ask you a few questions about
technology, things like computers, games consoles and mobile phones.
How do you feel about these kinds of things?

Pp: My husband looks after them.
Int: Isheabit of a gadget man?

Pp:  Yeah. I’m abit of atechnophobe.
(24 yr old at-home mother)

Clearly, this respondent has a very “hands off” approach to technology, allowing
her more confident husband to take charge of all technological aspects in their
home. In some respects, letting somebody else do it all is a coping strategy for
someone who is lacking in confidence when it comes to using computers and
other appliances. For thisindividual, a pregnant full-time mother with ambitions
of going into aromatherapy and massage work, it is not seen as essential to her
that she becomes computer literate, and although this may change as time passes,
it isimportant that people do not feel unduly pressurised into using computersif it
is not relevant to them.

For those lacking in confidence, knowing someone else who is more skilled in IT
can definitely be beneficial. Whether they use the other person’s expertise to
improve their own computer skills, or smply let the other person do everything
on acomputer and gain by proxy, that relationship can be helpful.

However, not everyone has a relationship with others who can help in this way,
so it is only a route into learning to use technology for those who already have
friends with computers. For those people who are considered to be living on the
periphery of mainstream society and be “hard-to-reach”, thisis more likely than
for other groups.

To surmise, Hull residents like to learn computer skills in different ways. Whilst
a number feel that studying formal courses is appropriate to them, some of these
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do not have a planned outcome for when they have qualified, and issues raised to
do with the way that courses are run are being addressed through further research
the Learners’ Forum is conducting. Other interviewees described how they felt
more comfortable learning from people they already knew, like friends or family,
and meanwhile the largest group of respondents was confident enough to learn
computer skills by playing around on their own. However, there are sections of
society who are potentially excluded from all of these methods of gaining
computer skills, and it is these people in particular that the government is
interested in targeting to try and engage them in learning and employment.

Barriers

Quite a large number of participants discussed barriers they had encountered in
terms of being able to use computers. The biggest barriers to engaging people in
learning involving ICT have already been discussed earlier in the chapter; namely
fear of the unknown and lack of interest in the technology. In addition to these,
interviewees discussed other difficulties they had encountered when using
computers or wanting to use them. These were related to how fast-moving
computer technology is, and included problems of expense and access.

Some participants expressed their sense of inevitability at the pace of computer
technology change, and their opinion that developments in technology breed a
desire for even better technology:

Once technology becomes established it’s never enough. Computers are
amazing these days, but again things like computer recognition products
aren’t up to the standard that people want them to be, so technology
createsdesirefor better technology.

(34 yr old unemployed male)

The fast-moving nature of computer technology means that people often find
themselves having to pay out more money to remain up-to-date with their
software. Inevitably, this has a negative effect on certain sections of society in
terms of ownership, as those with less disposable income are left unable to keep
up with the latest developmentsin the computer world, if indeed they can afford
to have a computer in the first place. One student talks about how expensive
computers can be, especially in light of the rapid technological progress which is
constantly taking place:

W e [young people] have to buy the cheap stuff, but we can’t, we have
to get the cheap stuff! Yeah, technology’s come along so fast in the last
twenty year, we’re just not good enough to cope with it. We can get to
it, but we can’t get through it, we’re always buying new stuff every
month, every year. Things used to last you for five years, ten years
until it actually breaks. Nowadays you buy stuff and you think, | want
the new stuff. Technology’s movingtoo fast in my opinion.

(18 yr old male student)
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W hilst governmental initiatives have attempted to ensure that everyone in Britain
has the opportunity to gain access to computers linked up to the internet, there is
evidence from our research which shows that for some people, thisis not enough
to get them “switched on”. Where expense is a barrier to computer ownership,
for somethisis also a barrier to becoming technologically literate:

Int: Haveyou had a go on [a computer]?

Pp: I’ve had a go on one, but | think it’s difficult if you haven’t got
one of your own you can keep practising on.
(79 yr old retired female)

Int:  How do you feel about technology in general?

Pp: Uneasy, | am not particularly, erm I’m not technologically
minded.

Int: Do you have any other concerns or isit just that you find it not
easy to use?

Pp:  There’s loads of stuff that | don’t own and can’t afford, that’s
the main thing.
(40 yr old unemployed male)

Clearly, for some people the way in which technology moves so fast can be a
barrier or factor in their ability to keep up-to-date with their software and skills.
For others, the expense of the technology in the first place is off-putting and is not
a priority for those with a limited income with which to pay for basic physical
needs. Although there is the opportunity for such people to make use of
computer technology and use the internet through projects like the People’s
Network in libraries and UKonline and Learndirect centres, evidently not
everyone is making use of these free facilities. For some people, it could be a case
of the message not filtering through to all sections of society, or of these settings
simply being inappropriate for certain people. In addition to this, of course, there
will be many like those who were highlighted earlier in this chapter who simply
do not have any need for a computer in their lives.
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Conclusion

It is clear that the people of Hull have a number of wide-ranging opinions and
concerns about computer use, ssemming from their own levels of experience in
thisarea. Many issues were discussed by participants in this research, and these
are summarised below.

There was a wide range of people’s own confidence in using computers. The
largest group of interviewees rated themselves around the middle of a dliding
scale, and there were more people who considered themselves to be quite
confident or very confident than rated themselves as not/not very confident.

The amount of exposure to computers which people had had was shown to affect
their confidence in using them. All of those who said they lacked computer
experience were not in employment, whether through unemployment, retirement
or studies. Those without any experience of using computers perceived no need
to begin using them.

For those who had changed their attitudes with regards computer use, the
majority had moved from a negative feeling towards a more positive one. This
“tech-conversion” had occurred as a result of having had the opportunity to learn
how to use computers, which in turn had increased their confidence and given
them an appreciation of the benefits of IT use. All of the participants who had
undergone an attitude change had witnessed technology become a lot more user-
friendly in their lifetimes; this was tied into the notion of computers having a
biography, which for this particular group meant a journey from the complicated
machines of the past which required precision and fluency in BBC language to the
comparatively easily comprehensible world of Microsoft Windows today.

Computers were viewed by many as being situated in the workplace. Many
participants had learnt 1T skills at work, but several made it clear that what they
had learnt was job and task-specific, and in order to become IT literate, they
would have to take up some further learning outside of the workplace, as indeed
some had done or were planning to do. For some of those interviewees who were
out of work, the emphasis of government policy on gaining IT skills for
employment and the national economy was found to be alienating.

Further linked to the idea of computers having a biography was the number of
respondents who felt that age was a factor in their levels of confidence on a
computer. Some considered technology to be advantageous just for young
people, and not for themselves. A range of opinions was given about children
using computers. This variety included those who considered computers to be a
good learning aid for them, and those who lacked an understanding of the
internet to the extent that they viewed it as an evil danger which children should
avoid.

Several participants discussed computer courses that they had done, were

currently doing, or were planning to do in the future. It was clear that some
people were studying generic I T courses without any clear aim for the end resullt.
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Other people learnt computer skills through trusted relationships with friends or
family, whilst others still were self-sufficient learners. It must be acknowledged
that people are individuals and have different ways of learning IT skills. Whilst
online courses and formal taught courses will suit some people, it will not work
for everyone, and these other more informal forms of learning computer skills
should be recognised as playing an important role for those lacking the
confidence to join a conventional course. In addition to this, some people do
have the ability to make use of any of these forms of learning, through a lack of
confidence, access to an own computer, and a lack of relationship with anyone
with computer skills.

The fast-moving nature of computer technology was also talked about by
interviewees, and the related issues of expense and access were highlighted.
Inevitably, those with smaller incomes will find it difficult or impossible to keep
up with technological developments in terms of ownership. In spite of
governmental schemesto try and ensure access to computers for all, by no means
has everyone taken up the offer. Some participants felt that they needed to own a
computer themselves in order to become IT literate, and perhaps the chance to
learn and practice on their own machine is something to be valued above a one
hour dot at the local library or community centre. In addition to this, of course,
are those who ssmply do not feel that they need this technology as part of their
lives.
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W\What?s that 2

Thoughts on online lear ning
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The government’s e-learning strategy claims that information technology will
‘revolutionise’ the way we teach and learn. It argues that learning through a
computer, rather than sitting in a classroom will enable many more people than
before to take part in educational programmes. In particular this style of learning
will be able to reach out to the disenfranchised who previously have not engaged
with education since leaving formal education. They believe that learning using
ICT holds an intrinsic appeal to these people and will act as a ‘hook’ to get them
interested in learning. Furthermore, the Government believes that the flexible
nature of learning online will remove many of the barriers people struggle with to
attend college or other learning establishments.

Improvements in the technology and pedagogy for e-learning have brought this
vision closer to reality. To give some examples; location is no longer necessarily
an issue as classes of students can be taught by aremote teacher utilising real-time
video streaming; employees can access ‘just-in-time’ learning via their
workstations so they can learn when it suits them; in schools a whole host of e-
learning products are available across the curriculum, from dance to PE to
science, maths and history. The government believes that elearning can be
utilised in every subject across every level of learning.

There is no doubt about what e-learning can make possible. However, this is
dependent on the willingness of individuals to take advantage of the possibilities.
Kopytoff (1986) uses the idea of the ‘biography of technology’ to explain how
both technologies, and the attitudes of individuals to those technologies, change
over time. This suggests that, even if individuals are initially resistant to using
technology in a certain way, this can change over time as the technology becomes
commonplace, and the ‘new’ ways to use it become accepted. So, before the
possibilities of e-learning can be realised individuals firstly need to come to accept
technology as being relevant and useful to them in life and in a learning situation,
and secondly, they need to be open to the new ways of learning that e-learning
brings.

As mentioned in the chapter about computer use, not everybody has embraced
technology. Many older people for example feel that it belongs to a different
world and when asked about computers reply ‘that’s for the young ‘uns not me.’
Alternatively people may use technology in certain aspects of their lives, but not
see its relevance to learning. This was illustrated when people understood an
‘online course’ to mean ‘learning how to go online’ i.e. use the internet and email.
People felt they ‘ought’ to learn how to use a computer because they know having
computer skills is important. But people did not always understand the potential
of IT inawider learning context.

The second point is that people need to be ready and open to new ways of
learning if e-learning is to become successful. Technology makes possible new
pedagogies and new ways of learning and communicating and Prensky (2001)
argues this may come more naturally to people who have grown up in the digital
age, the ‘digital natives', rather than those who have not, the ‘digital immigrants’.
He argues that people who have grown up with the digital revolution are “native
speakers of the digital language of computers, video games and the internet”.
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The difference between Digital ‘Natives’ and ‘Immigrants’ can be seen in the way
they liketo learn;

Digital Natives are used to receiving information really fast. They like
to parallel process and multi-task. They prefer their graphics before
their text rather than the opposite. They prefer random access (like
hypertext). They function best when networked. They thrive on
instant gratification and frequent rewards. They prefer games to
‘serious’ work... these skills are almost totally foreign to the
Immigrants, who themselves learned — and so chose to teach — slowly,
step-by-step, onething at atime, individually, and above all, serioudly.

(Prensky: 2001: 2)

W hile Prensky suggests these differences between the young and old, as discussed
in the previous chapter, other factors are also likely to influence people’s use of
technology: whether your job involves using a computer, the way those around
you use I T, and your ability to afford to access new technology for example.
Government initiatives such as ukonline, Learndirect and Wired Communities
have gone a long way to address unequal accessto I'T in communities. But there
is still a divide between the ‘haves’ and ‘have-nots’; travelling to a centre to log on
is a different experience to having a computer in your house and when people
have their own computers there are differences in the quality and usability of
hardware, software, internet access and technical support available.

The Learners’ Forum tested how the government’s vision of using IT to widen
participation would work in practice in Hull by asking residents if they would
take an online course. The resulting feedback from 103 participants from all
different age groups and backgrounds is interesting. It suggests that whilst e
learning may work for some people, potentially some of the groups the
government most wants to attract into learning will be least suited to learning
online.

Perhaps the most striking finding to emerge from the research was the very low
number of people with any experience of doing an online course. Out of the 103
respondents, only six had experience of an online course. This means that the
opinions that follow are mainly based on impressions, assumptions and
prejudices regarding online courses, rather than experience. However, their views
are sill important, as what individuals believe about a course or mode of
provision will influence whether they will consider taking part in the first place.

The findings that follow discuss the reasons why most respondents didn’t want to
do an online course, which related to what they saw as the downsides of online
learning, what they thought it was possible to learn in this way, and practical
issues. These results give an insight into the reasons why individuals don’t want
to engage with online learning, as well as potential ways of overcoming these
issues.
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Prejudices regarding online courses

Individuals had clear ideas about online learning, despite the general lack of
experience of such courses. Most did not want to participate in

online learning for reasons relating to the lack of a tutor, the lack of a group to
learn with, and issues related to the flexible nature of such a course. Only a
minority wanted to learn in this way, and saw online learning as having specific
advantages for them. All these issues are discussed below.

Tutors

| would want someone, an actual person there helping me do it rather
than a computer (18/student+employed/ female)

Tutors were seen as an important part of a learning experience, in common with
the findings of other research carried out in the city (Springate, 2002). In the case
of online learning, individuals felt they needed tutors to ensure that they could get
appropriate help if they got stuck, that course content could be adapted to their
needs if necessary, and because some didn’t feel able to receive and take in
information from a computer.

Support

People were anxious about not having a tutor with them when they were learning
particularly when they didn’t understand the mechanisms through which they
could receive support online.

For example people were worried that they would be unable to ask anybody for
help should they get stuck; “...if you have any queries then | find it difficult
then if you’ve got nobody to ask | prefer to do it probably in a class | think”
(62/employed/female)

Other people were aware that help could be received, for example, through email
but felt that it was not as good as face to face contact. There was a strong sense
that it was important for some people to be able to communicate verbally, as this
was the way they felt most comfortable expressing themselves.

One person found that talking to people face to face was the process through
which he came to formulate his ideas and he did not think he would be able to
think as well as typing into a computer. He felt that would be;

...too impersonal...for example, you’ve been here for two and a half
hours [interviewing for this research], now erm, you actually came to
talk for between half and hour and an hour to ask some views on
learning. Literally I’ve gone all round the houses about it, but I’ve been
able to tell you a lot more about what | think about learning than |
would have been able to do that way [onling], so no, | wouldn’t be
happy with it [onlinelearning] (58/incapacity/male)
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Another person, even if he couldn’t be in the same room as a tutor, wanted to be
able to talk to an instructor on the phone so he could discuss any issues he did not
understand,;

...if 1 still had access to an instructor | could ring...just talk about this,
cause | usually need to find some alternative way of wrapping my head
round it to their way of presentingit. (23/employed/male)

Email was seen as “...more time consuming than using your mouth...”
(56/retired/male) especially when two people want to have a conversation or
solve a problem together. People thought that it was easier to talk to someone
face to face than type messages backwards and forwards. One person felt that a
better alternative to that would be to use a web cam and microphone. When
asked if he could learn that way he replied “possibly, yeah, yeah, | think I’d find
that easier” (45/ self-employed/male)

Stephen Harnad (2003) suggests that a preference for speaking to people, rather
than writing to them, is natural given the way our brains work. He argues that
email and other forms of written communication cannot replace the need for
spoken communication, as this is the most comfortable way of communicating
for the majority of people.

Many people did not want to lose the inter-personal contact with a tutor they
have come to expect as part of their learning experience. Face to face discussions
as part of an online programme of learning could be possible with video link-up,
and this method of communication may be more acceptable as a substitute for
‘real’ contact time with a tutor than email for some people. However, whilst the
technology to make it possible is available, with one or two exceptions, people
did not realise an online course could involve such interactive features and
probably in most cases the cost of including it in a course makes it untenable at
the present time.

Adapting coursesto individuals

E-learning has been said to be revolutionary in providing a way to tailor courses
to suit individual learners. However contrary to this many people felt that an
online course would be impersonal and mechanistic because there was no tutor
there. It wasfelt that a good tutor is able to tailor a course to suit each individual,
and so without a tutor “there’s nothing personal” (18/ student/ male) and
people said they would ... rather have somebody there” (79/r etir ed/female)

People felt that learning from a computer would be rigid whereas they wanted to
learn from a tutor who could be responsive to people’s needs and was able to
adapt to situations as required. Being able to interact with a tutor was critical to
the learning experience and it was felt that this was best able to take place face to
face;
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I’d rather see somebody face to face because | find things difficult |
would rather be able to talk to them, and them being able to explain
things more, | don’t always understand it if you just write it down, |
have to ask somebody questions. (18/student/female)

Whilst the ‘personal touch’ of a real life tutor was preferred, some people
recognized potential benefits of online learning. One man pointed out that unlike
a computer, a tutor is not available 24/ 7; “fair enough you can’t see your tutor
all the time and | suppose you can log into your computer anytime when you
are at home”. (56/ retired/ male)

Ability to receive information from a computer

The lack of a tutor, and the fear of arigid and inflexible learning experience were
clear barriersto some taking part in online learning. However, for some the issue
was much more fundamental as they were not convinced that they would be able
to learn at all through a compuiter.

Two people, both with very different learning backgrounds, (one was studying for
a Masters degree, the other had re-entered education after a gap since leaving
school) felt that they would find it hard to absorb information if it was not coming
from an actual person talking to them. One lady said;

I’d be desperate before | would set myself to learn in that way...I’ve
always felt more comfortable learning from people...] can sit in a
lecture and listen and take notes and absorb because 1’m seeing the
person...l need the interaction with a person before | can really learn
much, so | would find an online course horrendous really
(62/employed/ female)

The other person was more tentative; “l’d maybe try, | don’t know if it would
actually work for me...l don’t know if the information would actually go in...
coming from atutor | feel asthough | get a better effect, coming from a person
speaking to me” (37/ employed/ female)

It could be that certain learning styles are more suited to online courses and if this
isthe case it will be necessary to be very aware of the strengths and weaknesses of
how individuals learn.

Some groups of learners will benefit from using computers, whereas others will
prefer to be taught by a person. In some cases having a tutor was not the element
that mattered most — people just didn’t want to learn alone!

The benefits of beingin agroup

Online courses were seen to be solitary activities, and some people thought that
this was not the kind of experience they wanted. For some, part of their
motivation to do a course was to get out and meet people. Other peoplerelied on
being with a group of learnersto help motivate them to do their work.
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Firstly, doing an online course was less attractive to people who were motivated
to learn, at least in part, by the social interaction; “I still think you would be
better with atutor, it getsyou out the house aswell” (70/ retired/ female)

Another lady commented; “I’m more gregarious | think and | prefer a group”
(62/employed/female)

Previous research in Hull (Springate, 2002) showed that meeting new people and
making new friends was an important source of motivation for learning,
especially amongst those people who do not interact much with others on a
normal day (this is likely to be true for some of those in the groups that the
government wants to target; unemployed, carers, people on incapacity benefit).
People did not feel that online learning was really able to offer this to them.

Secondly, learning without the motivation of being in a tutor group was thought
to be unsustainable. One man described what he imagined would happen
“...you get distracted, you do other things, itsjust not motivational, you don’t
get that ‘1 wanna do thisand get through it!” (18/ student /male)

People compared learning online to doing a correspondence course. One man
remembered how he had felt lonely and isolated when he tried a correspondence
course; “...you had nobody to talk to like, put it that way if | had any questions
or anything like that |1 had to be on a telephone to...anyway | didn’t like it”
(67/retired/ male)

Even when people were willing to try learning online, there was a recognition
that it was better to learn in the company of others doing the same course. One
lady said; “l do work better with interaction with people when you see that
they are doing well | feel like doing a bit better... do need that”
(45/incapacity/female)

Research from outside Hull also concludes that the social aspect of learning is
more important to people than using ICT. Selwyn et al (2004) conclude in their
survey findings from the ESRC’s “Adults Learning at Home” research project
that;

Perhaps the social interaction with other people (including the tutor) is
so much part of the allure of the learning episodes that ICT is not (yet)
ableto compensate for it.

This was certainly the case for one lady, for whom sitting at a computer was not
an attractive option. She reflected; “...it doesn’t hold my attention for very
long...l used to get bored at work and play patience” (50/ incapacity/ female)
Instead she preferred a people orientated learning experience as she found this
kept her interested and engaged.
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The down side of flexibility

The Government suggests that the flexibility of online learning is one of the main
reasons why many individuals will find that they are able to learn in this way,
when they can’t fit in with set course times and places. This was the case for
some people, however, some individuals felt that this flexibility would actually
create problems for them. There were two issues, relating to motivation and
distraction.

M otivation

Some individuals felt that the increased flexibility of online courses demanded
increased motivation and self-discipline, and felt that they didn’t have that level of
motivation. As one person commented,

my own motivation isn’t very good and at least if I’m going somewhere
to learn something | can guarantee that I’ve learnt it. Whereas sat at
home | probably would...put it off, and put it off and do it some other
time. (21/student/male)

The discipline of going out the house to a place of learning was seen as helpful by
another man too;

you’ve gotta have the willpower to say ‘right I’m gonna sit and do this’
or you’re not gonna get anywhere...now when | used to go to technical
college you used to have to make the physical effort to have gone and
part of the qualification was that you had to attend at least 39% of the
lessons or you failed...it was a damn good way of making you do it...|
think that...I might be wrong but | think that online would be very like
a correspondence course...l certainly wouldn’t have the willpower.
(67/retired/male)

Having the freedom to follow your own learning programme requires a greater
amount of motivation and discipline than going on a structured course. For this
reason too much flexibility can be a problem as one lady found out. She had
been doing an online course from home and felt that;

| think you have to be quite a highly motivated person and
unfortunately 1’m not and so | keep thinking ‘oh I’ll do it later, 1’ll doit
later’ and of course later never comes. (35/incapacity/female)

W hen people felt they lacked the discipline to make themselves study, or a quiet
space required to concentrate they felt it would be better to go somewhere at a
fixed time to learn. Otherwise they thought that they “just wouldn’t do it |
don’t think.” (16/ student/ female)

The advantage of being taught by a tutor is that there isa commitment to turn up

to engage with another person. For this reason one lady’s ideal way of learning
was not online but one to one. She said about e-learning; “I wouldn’t study like
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