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• MA, Digital Rhetoric & Professional 
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Teacher, researcher, advocate in 
professional writing and the design of 
communication

AARP Tax-Aide volunteer invested in 
community engagement for older adults 
and intergenerational learning



TEACHER, RESEARCHER, 
ADMINISTRATOR

T EACHER

Technical & professional 
writing; multimodal 

composing; nonprofit 
advocacy 

communication

R ESEAR CHER

User experience (UX); 
(accessible) design of 
communication; online 

writing instruction & 
curriculum; age studies

ADMINIST R AT OR

Online & F2F writing 
programs; curriculum 

development & design; 
teaching of teachers; 
building capacity & 

sustainability



RESEARCHER
Which big questions inf or m my  
wor k?  How do I a nswer  them?



MY RESEARCH 
AGENDA
PEOPLE, TECHNOLOGY, 
COMMUNICATION
How do intersecting facets of our 
identities mediate our experiences with 
technology? How does that in turn 
influence our communication?

INTEGRATED THREE-PART APPROACH
Design (UX)
Documentation
Education



MY RESEARCH COMBINES

T ECHNICAL & 
PR OFES S IONAL 

WR IT ING

AGE S T UDIES  /  LIFE 
COUR S E WR IT ING

FEMINIS T  R ES EAR CH 
MET HODOLOGY

US ER  EXPER IENCE 
DES IGN1 2

3 4



DISSERTATION EXIGENCY

A CHANGING POPULATION PYRAMID…
Older adults are expected to 
outnumber children by 2035. Last 
year, over one billion senior citizens 
were alive on the planet.

…BUT AN UNCHANGED RESEARCH LANDSCAPE?
Technical and professional communication 
(TPC) research overwhelmingly focuses on 
school and work (despite a 2004 call to 
attend to aging!)



RESEARCH 
QUESTIONS

1. What does “everyday” computer 
and internet use look like for older 
adults living in a residential senior 
community?

2. What are the goals and purposes 
for technology usage articulated by 
older adults in this community? 
What motivations shape these? 

3. What factors (material, 
infrastructural, embodied, cognitive, 
cultural, design, etc.) help or hinder 
older adults from realizing their 
technological goals?



4: WHAT 
RECOMMENDATIONS
ca n be gener a ted f or  a  mor e 

inclusive exper ience 
a r chitectur e?

( g i v e n  t h i s  a g e  c o h o r t ' s  e x p e r i e n c e s  w i t h  a n d  
r e f l e c t i o n s  o n  t e c h n o l o g y )



1: SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEWS
Answering questions about computing skills, learning, problems
(15 participants, 7–30 minutes)

2: NATURALISTIC (UNSTRUCTURED) OBSERVATIONS
Walking through “everyday” computer use while “thinking aloud”
(7 participants, 10–40 minutes)

3. STRUCTURED TASK ANALYSES
Completing a series of tasks to identify pain points
(6 participants, 15–45 minutes)

METHODS



RESEARCH SITE
• The Villages, a central Florida 

retirement community
• The United States’ fastest growing city

• Population has doubled since 2010
• 51,000 to 114,000 residents

• Median community age of 67.4
• Research sample median age was 

82.2
• Interviews and observations 

conducted in an independent living 
apartment facility



ILLUSTRATING 
RESULTS

thr ough pa r ticipa nt Holly ’s  
str uctur ed ta sk  user  exper ience



SEARCH STRATEGY



HOLLY’S USER 
JOURNEY

• Click first result
• [AD] Tax Deductible Medical Expenses | 

Search & Find Quick Results

• Sponsored results appear
• For the same query on a different site, 

Information Vine (potentially dangerous 

paid search provider)

• Scan results, select first option
• [AD] Medical Expense Tax Deductions – Find 

Your Answer Today

• New search results appear
• Advertisement links to ask.com’s results for 

the same query; lather, rinse, repeat



HOLLY’S USER JOURNEY



IMPLICATIONS

1. Revalue older adults’ 
technology engagement as 
literate activity

2. Intervene through design, 
documentation, and instruction

3. Give back to older adults in our 
regions and communities

4. Incorporate age and aging into 
the technology design process, 
considering users different from 
ourselves



CONSIDERATIONS SHAPING 
OLDER ADULTS’ UX
EMB ODIED/ MAT ER IAL

Optical and visual, 
auditory, motor skills 
and control, dexterity 
and flexibility, mobility

EDUCAT IONAL
When/where users 

learned tech skills (or 
didn’t!), literacy 

sponsors, 
documentation and help

CULT UR AL /  
GENER AT IONAL

“curriculum of aging” 
(Bowen), generational 

logics, norms, language 
and identification, 

assumptions about a 
target user

COGNIT IV E/ PS YCH
Cognition, mental 

flexibility, sorting and 
filtering (Universal 

Design)

1 2

3 4



CULTURAL/GENERATIONAL



LANGUAGE & IDENTIFICATION

INDEFINITE
ARTICLES
Allegra: 9 (30%)

Participants: 52 (75%)

POSSESSIVE 
DETERMINERS
Allegra: 21 (70%)

Participants: 17 (75%)

MEANING?
Obtrusiveness is a key 

factor shaping technology 

perceptions and adoption 

for older adults!



RESEARCH AGENDA
SEARCH / INFO LITERACY

Article in Technical 
Communication (for scholars 
and practitioners) on 
glocalizing through age

RHETORIC OF HEALTH & 
MEDICINE
Patient experience design 
(PxD) interventions made by 
older adults

STUDENT UX & USER 
JOURNEYS

Applying UX frameworks to 
academic programs and 
services; TPC program and 
curriculum development

SOCIAL ENTERPRISE
Case study on business / 
professional writing class 
grounded in social justice



PROGRAM & CURRICULAR 
DESIGN

Applying methods and 
frameworks like the UX 
honeycomb (Morville) to the 
design of academic 
programs, services, 
experiences, and supports by 
prioritizing user narratives 
and journeys



TEACHER
Wha t do I tea ch?  How do my  
va lues inf or m my  tea ching?



11%

5%

21%
NET WOR K ED EXPER T ISE

AUT ONOMY &  SELF-DIR ECT ION

PR ACT ICE T HR OUGH PLAY

MY

TEACHING

VALUES



BUT ALLEGRA
wha t does this  even look like?



NETWORKED 
EXPERTISE
Students build an archive of resources 
through learner-led presentations
throughout the semester

Group Google Docs enable collective 
knowledge construction and remove 
barriers to classroom participation

Online and F2F students are subject 
matter experts in their disciplines and 
other skills; they consult each other with 
questions first before me



AUTONOMY & 
SELF-DIRECTION
Developing students’ ability to pose their 
own questions and design methods to 
seek answers to them

Making assignments applicable to 
disciplinary contexts through crafted 
scenarios and open-ended deliverables

Encouraging reflection and self-
awareness of writing process: what 
conditions or resources do you need to 
produce your best work?



PRACTICE 
THROUGH PLAY
Building technology skills with both 
industry-standard software and free, 
open-source programs

Offering low-stakes opportunities to try 
out genres and tools first, before 
applying knowledge to public or client 
projects

Removing barriers to access by providing 
flexible deliverables and/or deadlines



BUILDING SCENARIOS

AER O/ AST R O 
ENGINEER ING
Pitch an experiment 

under 200 pounds to be 
sent to the International 

Space Station for a 
relaunch of NASA’s 
“Getaway Special” 

program

HEALT H & 
T ECHNOLOGY

Reimagine Walt Disney 
World’s onboarding and 
offboarding procedures 
for its attractions during 

COVID-19, to protect 
guests and cast 

members

AV IAT ION & 
MANAGEMENT

Respond to a billionaire 
investor’s request for 
bids for personalized 

management and 
private charter services 

for his fleet of luxury 
aircraft



BUILDING CONNECTIONS

I am branching out into 
experiential learning, specifically 
service learning that connects 
students with local organizations 
in need.

• Building capacity
• Designing documents for 

professional portfolios
• Conducting on the ground 

research



EXAMPLES
(STUDENTS IN MY CLASSES 

PRODUCE REALLY COOL WORK.)









WHAT COULD I TEACH AT UCF?

4 215: DOCUMENT  
DESIGN

Fundamentals of design 
+ application through 

short modules and 
larger client-based 

projects

324 1: T ECH 
WR IT ING

6261: T C T HEOR Y 
& PR ACT ICE

Background of technical 
and professional 

communication, current 
applications (UX/XA, 

usability, social justice, 
data science, etc.)

Specifications, technical 
descriptions, 

documentation, 
correspondence, 

proposals



WHAT COULD I DEVELOP?

4 XXX/ 6XXX: 
CONT ENT  ST R AT EGY

Social media content 
and strategy, usability, 

communications 
inventories and audits, 

user research

3XXX: T C 
R ESEAR CH

4 XXX: NONPR OFIT  
&  ADV OCACY COMM

Fund appeals and direct 
mailings, press releases, 

newsletters, reports, issue 
summaries and white 

papers; service learning!

It isn’t just grad students
who need methods

training! Methods for 
workplace, community, 

online, and user 
research



OWI DESIGN + 
TEACHING

• Designed fully online, 
asynchronous first-year writing 
course for 8- and 16-week delivery

• Two course themes: digital 
rhetorics, academic writing & 
research

• Built curriculum from learning 
outcomes

• Focus on personalization, 
accessible pedagogy, responding 
to student needs



MODULAR CURRICULUM

Grid approach for mixing and 
matching assignments for online 
writing instructors

• Saves time and resources
• Ensures consistent learning 

progression and adherence to 
programmatic outcomes



Ensuring access to 
resources; multiple points 

of access into content; 
transparency for students 
in outcomes + assessment; 

foregrounding user-
centeredness from the 
beginning of the design 

process

ACCESS EQUITY DESIGN

“Start with what you 
know:” language and 
pedagogy; anti-racist 

and accessible linguistic 
practices (removing 

harmful language and 
policy); meeting students 

where they are at 
pedagogically

“Engineers are not the 
only professional 

designers; everyone 
designs who devises 

courses of action aimed 
at changing existing 

situations into preferred 
ones” (Herbert Simon)



THANK YOU
f or  y our  time!

Q U E S T I O N S ?  I D E A S ?

D R .  A L L E G R A  W .  S M I T H  |  A L L E G R A - W - S M I T H . C O M

A l l  s t o c k  p h o t o s  r o y a l t y - f r e e  f r o m  P e x e l s a n d  U n s p l a s h .  N o u n  P r o j e c t  i c o n s  f r o m  
a r t i s t s  A n e e q u e A h m e d ,  O n e s h o o t ,  M o n k i k ,  G e o r g i a n a  I o n e s c u ,  i c o n  5 4 ,  r i c h a d ,  

V e c t o r s  P o i n t ,  C r e a t i v e  S t a l l ,  V e c t o r s  M a r k e t ,  B e c r i s ,  O k s a n a  L a t y s h e v a ,  A d r i e n  
C o q u e t ,  F l a t a r t ,  J u i c y  F i s h ,  P h i l i p p  P e t z k a ,  E u c a l y p ,  a n d  P i o t r e k C h u c h l a
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