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About Dr. 
Allegra
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Who am I? What do I do?



Dr. Allegra W. 
Smith

Assistant Professor of English, 
Jacksonville State University (AL)

● Technical and Professional Writing
● Communication Design and User 

Experience (UX)
● English Internships
● Feminist Research Methodologies
● Online Writing Instruction (OWI)



Research is about making 
connections between things 
happening in your world, then 
forming questions to answer 
about those connections.



Research Trajectory

2014–15

Sexuality in 
digital spaces

2012–14

Religion in the 
blogosphere

Next Steps
English 

internships and 
PW majors

2015–present

Older adults and 
technology



It all comes down to…
How do intersecting facets of our identities
mediate our experiences with technology?



A 3-Part Research Approach

Design
User experience (UX): how 
do we make the interface 

better?

Cultural Change
Users and perceptions of 
users: how do we shift 
narratives and legacies?

Documentation
User education: how do 
we make the instructions 
and training better?



Stories and 
Research
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Many great projects emerge from a moment of 
connection and question…



A Personal Exigency…

Spring break 

visits with 

Grandma and 

“the red 

letter”



…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!)

A changing 
population 
pyramid…

Older adults are expected to 
outnumber children by 
2035. 2020 was the first 
time that over one billion 

senior citizens were alive on 
the planet.



What’s Missing from the Research?

No deep dives 
looking at 

individual older 
adult users or 

communities of 
older adult users

Users are 
depersonalized; the 
human element of 

HCI (human / 
computer 

interaction) is 
forgotten

No work on 
retirement 

communities as 
subjects or sources of 

data (when they’re 
ready-made networks 

of users!)



Research 
Design
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How did I pose questions and go about answering 
them? What roadblocks did I run into along the way?



Research 
Site
The Villages, a central Florida 
retirement community

The United States’ fastest growing city

Population doubled between 2010 and 
2020 (51,000 to 114,000 residents)

Median community age of 67.4 (research 
sample median age was 82.2)



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 
their usage?

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

4
How can we build a more 
inclusive experience 
architecture (XA), given this 
age cohort’s experiences 
with and reflections on 
technology?



Research Methods

Semi-Structured 
Interviews: 

Answering questions 
about computing 

skills, learning, 
problems

15 participants, 7–30 
minutes each

Ethnographic 
Observations:
Walking through 

“everyday” computer 
use while “thinking 

aloud” (unstructured)

7 participants, 10–40 
minutes each

Structured Task 
Analyses: 

Completing a series 
of (increasingly 

difficult) tasks to 
identify “pain points”

6 participants, 15–45 
minutes each



Structured Task Analyses

1. Access the internet on your computer

2. Set up a new homepage for your internet browser

3. Find a news story of interest to you about world events

4. Determine the distance between your home and the 
nearest Kohl’s store

5. Find a government document that answers this question: 
“How do I deduct medical expenses for transportation to 
and from doctors’ appointments on my taxes?”



(Analog) Data Reduction and Analysis



Noteworthy 
Findings
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What are 70- and 80-somethings doing with 
technology? How can we improve that experience?



Diversity of Goals & Purposes

● Email
● Search / reference
● Banking / finance
● News / media
● Craft / hobby
● Gaming
● Shopping
● Health / medicine
● Church / spirituality



Task Analysis Performance

Age T1 T2 T3 T4 T5

Holly 82 ✔ X ✔ X X

Peggy 
Sue 91 ✔ X ✔ X X

Gerald 82 ✔ X ✔ X ~

Hank 90 ✔ X ✔ ✔ ✔

Rose 86 ✔ X ✔ ✔ ✔

Judy 78 ✔ ~ ✔ ✔ ✔

● Success on 
internet access 
and news 
tasks

● Failure to 
change 
browser 
homepage 

● Mixed results 
on mapping 
and tax 
information 
tasks



Forms of Technology Knowledge

Declarative

● Involves facts and 
things

● Typically conscious 
and explicit

Procedural
● Involves how to do 

something or perform 
an activity

● Typically unconscious 
or automatic

vs.

e.g., 78-year-old Kitty was able to do things with her 
iPhone that I had never considered trying (high procedural 
expertise), but when I asked which apps she used, she 
asked, “Is mail an app?” (low declarative expertise)



Why does 
this matter?
Declarative knowledge doesn’t necessarily 
have to precede procedural knowledge, 
but…

...the interplay between the two aids older 
adults in achieving their digital goals, and 
do so more safely (understanding the 
principles and mechanisms that underpin 
devices and sites, as well as helping them 
to request better assistance!)



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 

(risky paid search provider)

Scan Results,
Click Link

[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



What Can We Do About This?

Revalue older 
adults’ 
technology 
engagement as 
literate activity, 
and older adults 
themselves as 
participants 

Intervene 
through design, 
documentation 
/ instruction, 
and cultural 
change

Give back to 
older adults in 
our regions and 
communities 
through our 
unique skills 
and positions 

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



Carliner’s (2000) Information Design 
Dimensions

Physical

Helping users find 
information

Cognitive

Helping users 
understand information

Affective

Motivating users to 
perform



Considerations Shaping Older 
Adults’ User Experience (UX)

Embodied / 
Material

Cognitive / 
Psychological

Educational / 
Training

Generational 
/ Cultural



Embodied & Material Dimensions
Optical 
Visual

Auditory Motor Skills & 
Control Mobility Dexterity & 

Flexibility

Addressing these dimensions 
increases the productivity 
and satisfaction of all users! 
(universal design)

Presbyopia, 
cataracts (make 
reading small 
text difficult)

Tremors; touch 
screens often 
preferred, since 
trackpads or 
mice difficult to 
use

Reduced range 
of motion, 
difficulty hitting 
targets 
precisely

Reduced 
hearing 
capacity, partial 
or full deafness

Difficulty 
moving body or 
device



Cognitive & Psychological Dimensions

Cognition Mental Flexibility Sorting & Filtering

Addressing these dimensions 
increases the productivity 
and satisfaction of all users! 
(universal design)

Memory, attention, 
decision-making ability 
decrease as age increases

Ability to disregard 
perceptual information that 
is unrelated to a goal

Moving between tasks or 
parts of a task, slowed 
information processing



“I took a night course [in 
computers] at the high school 
with a friend of mine, and we 
were the oldest ones in the 
class. When they asked our age, 
we laughed… and that was a 
very basic course.” 

Minnie, 86 years old

Educational Dimensions



“I didn’t work for 25 years [after having 
children]. The school system asked me to 
come back, and they had computers. 
And without the secretary at another 
school, who helped me out considerably. 
I wouldn’t have had a clue… because it 
never entered my lifestyle! Typewriting 
and all, but not a computer.

Holly, 80 years old

Educational Dimensions



Cultural / 
Generational 
Dimensions

Curriculum of Aging: The set of 
assumptions about what it means to be 
old or growing old in a society (Bowen, 
2012)

In our current U.S. context, it’s linked to 
bodily disrepair, supposed technological 
incompetence or refusal to learn new 
technology, etc. 



Cultural / 
Generational

Single “points of access” for displaying 
content or achieving user goals = make 
assumptions about who the user is, how 
old they are, what access they have to 
technology and support, etc. 



Cultural / Generational



Language & Identification
“The” computer, or “my” computer?

Indefinite Articles

Allegra: 9 (30%)
Participants: 52 (75%)

Possessive 
Determiners
Allegra: 21 (70%) 
Participants: 17 (25%)

Meaning?

Obtrusiveness is a key factor 
shaping technology perceptions 
and adoption for older adults!



Applications 
and Growth 

Areas
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What does this mean for working with older adults? 
What does this mean for teaching writing?



Working with Older Adults
(Methodological Considerations)

Give Double Time

Budget extra time 
into interview, 
observation, 

interaction sessions, 
etc.

Stories are 
Generative

Listen to tangents; map 
the experiences, 
motivations, and 

cultural logics that 
underlie them

Do Contextual 
Inquiry

Meet participants 
where they’re at 

(literally and 
figuratively)



Reciprocity and
Giving Back



Providing Tech Support and 
“Lo-Fi Documentation”



Why Does this 
Matter for 
Composition?

Knowing how older adults learn 
and their experiences/obstacles 
with technology helps inform 
our teaching. Everyone is always 
aging, and not all of our 
students are aged 18–25!



At JSU…

● 17% of students are over age 25
● Overall 8-year graduation rate is 

51% and first-year retention 
rate 69%, but these numbers 
are significantly lower for 
students in marginalized or 
minoritized categories
○ Racial and ethnic 

minorities
○ Students with disabilities
○ Older and “non-traditional” 

students



Moving towards 
“Age-Friendly 
Universities”

“Response to the educational needs 
and interests of this emerging age 
population calls for new opportunities 
and innovative practices of teaching, 
research, and community engagement 
that colleges and universities in 
communities are poised to offer.”

– The Gerontological Society of America

https://www.geron.org/programs-services/education-center/age-friendly-university-afu-global-network


Age-Friendly University Principles

1. Encourage the participation of older 
adults in all the core activities of the 
university, including educational and 
research programs

2. Promote personal and career 
development in the second half of life and 
to support those who wish to pursue 
second careers

3. Recognize the range of educational 
needs of older adults

4. Promote intergenerational learning to 
facilitate the reciprocal sharing of 
expertise between learners of all ages

5. Widen access to online educational 
opportunities for older adults to ensure 
a diversity of routes to participation

6. Ensure that the university's research 
agenda is informed by the needs of an 
aging society

7. Increase the understanding of students of 
the longevity dividend and the 
increasing complexity and richness that 
aging brings to society

8. Enhance access for older adults to the 
university's range of health and 
wellness programs and its arts and 
cultural activities

9. Engage actively with the university's 
retired community

10. Ensure regular dialogue with 
organizations representing the interests of 
the aging population



Incorporating Age 
and Older Adults 
into the Curriculum

● Integrate age into assignments
● Highlight age as a marker of difference 

and category of analysis
● Partner with local Area Agency on Aging 

or Senior Center through service learning 
and client-based projects
○ Conduct research
○ Host workshops
○ Create educational resources (tip sheets, 

videos, quick reference guides, etc.)
○ Collect and publish oral histories or 

memoirs



Creating 
Personas

Asking students to make 
representations of users 
provides a good classroom 
activity for thinking about 
audience



Assignment 
Highlight: 
“Shark Tank for 
Seniors”

● Final project in a Business 
Writing course themed around 
“social and cultural 
entrepreneurship”

● Students collaborated in 
cross-disciplinary teams to 
propose and pitch a 
hypothetical innovation for $1 
million in startup funds



The Results… Wireframes for a 
website 
connecting older 
adults with 
younger adults to 
combat isolation 
and learn new 
skills

An updated 
alternative to Life 
Alert that 
leverages GPS 
technology to 
keep older adults 
independent and 
safe



The Results… Mock-ups and 
marketing for a 
home prescription 
management 
system



TL;DR—Key Themes

Equity
Meet older adults where 

they’re at; seek to remove 
ageist language and 

expectations

Access
Multiple points of access into 
content/ways to complete a 
task; foreground users with 
different needs and abilities

Design
“Engineers are not the only 

professional designers; everyone 
designs who devises courses of 

action that change existing 
situations into preferred ones”

Age
is an important marker of 
difference and category of 

analysis, especially now!



CREDITS: This presentation template was created 
by Slidesgo, including icons by Flaticon, 
infographics & images by Freepik.

Thanks!
Questions? Ideas?
 
awsmith@jsu.edu
allegra-w-smith.com
@argella on Twitter

http://bit.ly/2Tynxth
http://bit.ly/2TyoMsr
http://bit.ly/2TtBDfr
mailto:awsmith@jsu.edu

