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Abstract

This thesis is concerned with an exploration of the experiences of older workers in 

online learning, with a view to identifying issues they face and thereby informing 

strategies for appropriate support. There is a fiscal imperative shared by many 

industrialised nations, including Australia, to increase the workforce participation of 

older workers, often requiring a consideration of the changing nature of work due to 

influences such as globalisation and the rise of the knowledge economy. Within this 

setting, there is a need for many older workers to further develop their knowledge and 

skills and for the provision of associated learning opportunities to be inviting and 

inclusive. However, learning opportunities within industrialised nations increasingly 

involve engagement with online learning, which current older workers may experience 

as novices, or with which they may be unfamiliar and which, thereby, present barriers to

their learning.

Based on an identified gap in the literature, an empirical research study was 

conducted to explore the experiences of a cohort of older workers in undergraduate 

online learning, with a view to understanding, from their own perspective, the issues 

they may face. The study used interpretive phenomenological analysis (IPA) as a 

method particularly suited to researching in unexplored territory and one which enables 

the development of a deep understanding of a phenomenon. A pilot study of two older 

adult learners contributed to a refinement of the data gathering and analysis processes. 

The participants in the main study consisted of 10 older workers, 5 men and 5 women, 

being 45 years of age and older, who were each participating in undergraduate courses 

towards Bachelor degree qualifications in education and training provided by an 

Australian university. Data for both the pilot study and the study itself were gathered 

through two 60 minute semi-structured interviews with each participant, in 

consideration of the depth of exploration required. Data were analysed through iterative 

processes of interpretation, aided by the use of a flat-file database for data manipulation,

towards the development of emergent and super-ordinate themes in response to the 

research question: 'What are the issues facing older workers in online learning?'

The experience of online learning for the participants was conceptualised as 

comprising three discrete elements: the use of technology, the use of hypermedia, and 
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independent learning, with these elements having a largely sequential interrelationship 

in terms of their enabling influence. The prior learning of participants was frequently 

identified as a pronounced influence across all the three elements of their experience of 

online learning, with a lack of prior learning emerging as the principal source of the 

difficulties they experienced. Each of the three elements was found to be influenced 

most notably by participants' learning expectations and the extent of the support that 

they received from others. These expectations and the limitations of the support create 

the particular requirement for self-reliance in each element. At times, a disjunction 

between the idiosyncratic capacities for self-reliance and these requirements gave rise to

feelings of stress and frustration, quite pronounced on occasions. At other times, the 

capacities for self-reliance consistently met the requirements, which gave rise to 

feelings of self-confidence and self-efficacy contributing to learner satisfaction.

The most prominent implications of the study for educational provision 

involving older learners in online higher education are: firstly, the importance of 

providing accessible, synchronous, and highly-contextualised support for their use of 

technology; secondly, the need for providing clear direction as to how learning 

resources may be gathered by learners in their use of hypermedia; and, thirdly, the 

importance of providing opportunities for dialogue to clarify and to develop learner 

understanding in their independent learning. Further research on this topic might 

valuably use the findings of this present study as the conceptual basis for quantitative 

studies to identify the frequency of occasions and the inter-relationality between the 

identified elements and their impacting factors, in a greater diversity of learning 

situations and learner backgrounds.
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Chapter One

Introduction

This thesis documents a study to identify and describe the issues facing older workers in

online learning and thereby to inform the approaches to be taken in providing support 

for these learners. This chapter introduces the study principally by identifying a 

problem, describing how the research study to address that problem was conducted, and 

describing how the findings are presented in the chapters that follow.

Section 1.1 provides a background to the study by identifying a problem within 

the societal imperative to further the knowledge and skills of older workers and it 

describes the purpose of the study based on the identified problem. Section 1.2 

identifies the methods used to address the problem. Section 1.3 outlines the structure of 

the thesis in terms of a brief overview of the chapters.

1.1 The Background to the Study

The following background identifies a problem in terms of a weakness in the literature 

related to the learning needs of older workers in online learning, prompting a 'statement 

of the problem' and a 'purpose statement' for this study.

1.1.1 The learning needs of older workers

There is an imperative for older workers within Australia and other industrialised 

nations to increase their workforce participation. The population of Australia is ageing 

as a result of both increasing life expectancy and low fertility rates (Australian Bureau 

of Statistics [ABS], 2012; 2014a; 2014b). These changes are similar across other 

industrialised countries (Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development 

[OECD], 2014a). One of the implications of this ageing of the population is the 

increasing pressure on government spending in the decades ahead, brought about by a 

change in the proportion of people who have retired from the labour force to those who 

remain participating in the labour force and contributing financially through the taxation

system (OECD, 2014b; The Treasury, 2010). Increasing the workforce participation rate

of older workers has been identified, both within Australia (The Treasury, 2010) and 

internationally (OECD, 2014b), as one of a number of policies to address the fiscal 

pressure brought about by this ageing population.
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Among the strategies to boost the workforce participation of older workers is the

development of knowledge and skills by older workers to retain their position in 

employment, and the development of knowledge and skills by unemployed older 

workers to improve their employability (Dawe, 2009). Such development, however, 

needs to be provided in consideration of the changing nature of work, due to such 

factors as globalisation and the rise of the knowledge economy, which have had a major 

impact on the skills requirements of workers (Keeley, 2007). Older workers, while 

being called upon to increase their workforce participation, are increasingly being 

presented with transformed work environments across the industrialised nations, with a 

greatly increased demand for knowledge workers, and an increased component of 

knowledge-related work within job descriptions.

The development of knowledge and skills by some older workers, sufficient for 

them to participate in the knowledge economy, may be quite demanding. For example, 

although older workers are generally seen as being a heterogeneous group with a 

diverse range of abilities in various areas (Australian Industry Group [AIG], 2007), 

there is evidence that a large proportion of older Australians have difficulty with 

reading, writing, and numeracy (ABS, 2014c). In addition, the range of learning 

opportunities that have been developed to facilitate this development of knowledge and 

skills has limitations that may provide barriers to participation or difficulties in 

engagement for some older workers. For example, many older workers, in expressing 

their learning needs and preferences, see the most effective training methods as being 

in-service, in-house, one-on-one, and practical-oriented training methodologies, 

preferably utilising older workers as role models and mentors (Lundberg & Marshallsay,

2007). However, the use of, and reliance on, computer-based, Web-based, and other e-

learning environments for the provision of learning programs continues to increase 

substantially, both within Australia (Department of Education, Employment and 

Workplace Relations [DEEWR], 2010) and in other developed countries (OECD, 2013).

While the trend towards the increased use of e-learning has been shown to have 

potential advantages for the older worker, there are potential disadvantages (Bowman &

Kearns, 2007). Difficulties can arise related to some older workers being novices in, or 

having little experience of, the use of computers or the Web as the major tools of e-

learning. Older workers, 45 years of age and older, are unlikely to have had contact with
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computers or the Web during the formative years of their education, since the 

widespread use of personal computers in industrialised nations did not commence until 

the mid-1980s (Taylor & Rose, 2005) and the World Wide Web, the principal means of 

accessing the Internet, was not invented until 1989 (Berners-Lee, Cailliau, Groff, & 

Pollermann, 1992). Education and training providers in industrialised countries are 

continuing to incorporate online learning into the learning environments of their 

learners. However, research into the specific needs and preferences of older workers in 

terms of their engagement with online learning or their needs for support has not been 

identified in the published literature (Lundberg & Marshallsay, 2007; Tikkanen, 2009).

1.1.2 A statement of the problem

This background to the study enabled a statement of the research problem to be 

formulated as follows:

There is an imperative shared by many industrialised nations, including 

Australia, to increase the workforce participation of older workers with a 

major strategy being the provision of learning opportunities to increase 

their knowledge and skills. These learning opportunities increasingly 

involve engagement with online learning. However, the issues facing 

older workers in online learning and the associated approaches to be 

taken in providing support in these learning environments have not been 

fully investigated.

An empirical investigation was conducted in which the experience of online 

learning was explored from the perspective of older workers themselves. The findings 

of this investigation have been able to identify the issues facing older workers in online 

learning as described in a statement of the purpose of the study that follows.

1.1.3 The purpose of the study

The empirical component of the study involved a qualitative exploration of the 

experiences of a number of older workers engaged in online learning. To that end, the 

approval of a major Australian university was sought to approach undergraduate 

students who were engaged in online learning and who were classified as older workers.

To satisfy the need to gather in-depth information, consistent with the inductive aims of 

the research, a cohort of ten participants was purposively sampled from among an 
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available group of older workers. This lead to the formulation of the following 'purpose 

statement' for this study:

The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore the experiences of 

ten older workers as undergraduate students at a major Australian 

university in order to identify issues facing older workers in online 

learning and thereby inform the approaches to be taken in providing 

appropriate support.

1.2 The Methodology of the Study

From among a variety of qualitative approaches to inquiry, the 'interpretive 

phenomenological analysis' (IPA) approach of Smith and colleagues (Smith, Flowers, &

Larkin, 2009; Smith & Osborn, 2008) was chosen as one which has demonstrated its 

value in understanding the human experience of a phenomenon (Smith et al., 2009). In 

particular, IPA was chosen for its strong philosophical and empirical grounding and its 

clearly articulated framework for researching the experiences of others. IPA was thus 

able to contribute a theoretically-grounded perspective of learning from the older 

workers themselves, one which was identified as largely missing from the research 

(Lundberg & Marshallsay, 2007; Tikkanen, 2009). IPA has also been described as a 

suitable approach when researching in unexplored territory (Reid, Flowers, & Larkin, 

2005), as was the case here, where the pedagogical implications of the widespread 

adoption of online learning were largely unknown (Gibson, Ice, Mitchell, & 

Kupczynski, 2012). Such an approach involves obtaining qualitative data from a 

number of individuals who have experienced the phenomenon, with a view to 

understanding and articulating their common or shared experiences. 10 older workers, 5 

men and 5 women, being 45 years of age and older, each participating in courses 

towards an undergraduate degree program in education and training provided by an 

Australian university, were purposively selected for the study.

Data were gathered through two 60-minute semi-structured interviews and 

analysed through iterative processes of interpretation, consistent with those advocated 

for use in IPA (Smith et al., 2009). The thematic analysis led to a convergence of themes

in three discrete elements of the experience of online learning which, in turn, 

determined the structure of the presentation of the findings. A divergence of themes 
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identified the experience of online learning as an idiosyncratic one, which, consistent 

with IPA, was interpreted and presented with an idiographic focus supported by 

narrative extracts to provide a nuanced understanding of issues and experiences. The 

thematic analysis of the data enabled identification and discussion of both the issues 

facing these older workers and the means by which they may be addressed, with 

implications for educational practice.

1.3 The Structure of the Thesis

The documentation for this study proceeds from this introduction to a review of the 

literature, over two chapters, to establish the current state of knowledge in the field and 

provide a rationale for the research. In the absence of literature that specifically 

addressed the purpose of the study, the review focusses on an investigation of relevant 

literature in related fields. Chapter Two investigates the current imperative to improve 

the participation rate of older workers which, for many older workers, is reliant on the 

development of knowledge and skills, increasingly involving engagement with online 

learning. Chapter Three focusses on the development and increasing use of online 

learning and the implications for older workers in their learning to both inform and 

sequentially develop a rationale for the study.

The methodology for the study is described in Chapter Four, where a 

phenomenological approach, in particular IPA, is presented as being most suitable as a 

way of directly addressing the research question.

Chapter Five introduces the participants in the study, consistent with the 

idiographic focus of IPA. Chapter Six presents the conceptualisation of the experiences 

of online learning from the perspective of the participants. The more detailed findings of

the study are presented and discussed across three chapters, Chapter Seven to Chapter 

Nine, as a thematic ordering of narrative extracts and associated interpretations, a 

format employed to best enable the development of insights and to sensitise readers to 

the experiences and issues faced by older workers in online learning.

A summary of the findings of the study and conclusions that can be drawn, with 

recommendations for further research and educational practice, are presented in Chapter

Ten.
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Chapter Two

Developing the Knowledge and Skills of Older Workers

The previous chapter has introduced the study by identifying a problem and briefly 

describing how the research study to address that problem was conducted. This chapter 

commences a review of the literature with a focus on the workforce implications of an 

ageing population and the imperative to improve the participation rate of older workers 

which, for many older workers, is reliant on the development of knowledge and skills, 

increasingly involving engagement with online learning. Section 2.1 focusses on the 

workforce implications of an ageing population and the imperative to improve the 

workforce participation rate of older workers. Section 2.2 describes the changing nature 

of work in the developing knowledge-based economy and the need for workers to 

acquire new skills to adapt to these changing circumstances. Finally, Section 2.3 

describes the relevant factors that are associated with the successful engagement of 

older workers in their learning.

2.1 The Workforce Implications of an Ageing Population

This section describes Australia, in common with most industrialised countries, as 

having a need in the coming years to adjust to an ageing population by increasing the 

labour force participation rate in order to maintain an acceptable standard of living for 

all Australians. One of the most frequently identified of the economic and social 

implications of an ageing population is the fiscal pressure associated with a decreased 

proportion of people participating in the labour force. Older workers, both within 

Australia and internationally, are reported as having participation rates that are lower 

than the remaining working-age population. Maintaining older workers in the labour 

force, which may require skills development, and retaining unemployed older adults for 

work, are widely regarded as important policy initiatives to increase the labour force 

participation rate.

2.1.1 An ageing population

The ageing of the Australian population, as for other OECD countries, can be seen as 

being a result of two principal factors: (1) increasing life expectancy, that is, people are 

living longer, and (2) sustained low fertility rates, that is, people are having fewer 
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children (ABS, 2012). Regarding increasing life expectancy, within Australia, the life 

expectancy at birth for the whole population reached 81.4 years in 2007, which is an 

increase of more than 10 years from the 70.9 years of 1960. This is a similar increase to 

the average across OECD countries, where, “for the first time in history, life expectancy

on average across OECD countries exceeded 80 years in 2011, a gain of 10 years since 

1970” (OECD, 2014a, p. 236). Increasing life expectancy is seen as a product of rising 

standards of living and other social factors: “Gains in life expectancy at birth in OECD 

countries in recent decades can be attributed to a number of factors, including rising 

living standards, improved lifestyle and better education, as well as greater access to 

quality health services” (OECD, 2014a, p. 236).

Regarding sustained low fertility rates, the total fertility rate in Australia peaked 

at 3.5 children per woman in 1961, at the height of the 'baby boom', fell to replacement 

level (2.1) in 1976, and subsequently fluctuated to reach 1.97 in 2008 (ABS, 2014a). 

Total fertility rates across OECD countries have declined dramatically over the past few

decades, falling from an average of 2.7 children per women of childbearing age in 1970 

to 1.6 in 2002. By 2002, the total fertility rate across OECD countries was below its 

'replacement' level, being the level at which replacement of the previous generation is 

ensured. A cohort fertility rate of 2.1 is reported to “ensure the replacement of the 

previous generation, and therefore population stability, under assumptions of no 

immigration and of no change in mortality rates” (OECD, 2005, p. 12). The decline in 

birth rates that has characterised the past few decades is unlikely to be reversed in the 

near future (OECD, 2005). Sustained low fertility rates are seen as a product of a 

number of deep-seated structural factors “that are leading a greater number of women to

postpone childbearing until they have a secure footing in the labour market, followed by

only partial recuperation of childbearing in their later years” (OECD, 2005, p. 70).

2.1.2 Economic and social implications of an ageing population

One of the most frequently identified implications of an ageing population is the fiscal 

pressure brought about by a change in the proportion of people who have retired from 

the labour force and those who remain participating in it. Those people who remain as 

participants make a fiscal contribution through the taxation system, while those who 

have retired may not make a contribution or may seek a pension. This change is 

exacerbated from a fiscal perspective by the consideration that an ageing population 
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requires increased health and aged care services. These implications of an ageing 

population are anticipated to become even more significant in the decades to come 

(ABS, 2014b). An Intergenerational Report by the Australian Treasury (The Treasury, 

2010) observed that the ageing of the Australian population will contribute to 

substantial pressure on government spending over the next 40 years. It remarked on the 

response from government to this pressure: “The Government is working to improve 

long-term fiscal sustainability by addressing these pressures at the source. … Policies to

lift productivity and reduce barriers to participation also will help address the fiscal 

pressures of an ageing population by supporting higher economic growth over the 

longer term” (The Treasury, 2010, Overview).

Internationally, the implications of an ageing population are seen as a universal 

challenge for industrialised nations. A report by the OECD (2006), reviewing the 

policies of 21 industrialised nations observed that “population ageing is one of the most 

important challenges facing OECD countries. Over the next 50 years, all OECD 

countries will experience a steep increase in the share of elderly persons in the 

population and a large decline in the share of the population of prime working-age” (p. 

10). In most OECD countries, the number of workers retiring each year is projected to 

increase sharply and eventually to exceed the number of people entering the labour 

market. This change has been predicted to have substantial fiscal consequences: 

“Ageing on this scale would place substantial pressures on public finances and reduce 

growth in living standards” (OECD, 2006, p. 10).

While it is sometimes argued that these negative consequences of ageing could 

be offset by policies to encourage greater immigration, higher fertility rates, or faster 

productivity growth, it is acknowledged that such policies need to go hand-in-hand with

attempts to mobilise all available labour reserves in order to sustain economic growth 

(OECD, 2006). Both within Australia and internationally, increasing the participation 

rate of older workers is seen as one of a number of policies to address the fiscal pressure

brought about by the ageing population.

2.1.3 The role of older workers in an ageing population

Australia, in common with other industrialised nations, has foreseen the fiscal pressures 

related to an ageing population and has developed policies to increase the labour force 
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participation of older workers (The Treasury, 2010). However, it has been 

acknowledged that more needs to be done. In 2006, the Council of Australian 

Governments (COAG) produced a report which acknowledged that there remained 

barriers and disincentives to increasing the labour force participation of older workers 

(COAG, 2006). These barriers and disincentives include “prevailing cultural norms and 

attitudes, the work situation of spouses, financial security, rules and regulations 

governing superannuation and welfare benefits, and the availability of appropriate work 

opportunities” (COAG, 2006, p. 40).

Similarly, the report by the OECD (2006) concluded that, for the 21 

industrialised nations reviewed, there are numerous work disincentives and employment

barriers facing older workers which often result in early exit from the labour market. 

The report observed that many public policy measures, such as public pension 

qualification ages, and workplace practices, such as early retirement systems, “pose 

serious barriers to older workers continuing to work or create strong incentives to retire 

early. Many of these policies and practices are relics from a bygone era and are no 

longer sustainable in an era of rapid population ageing” (p. 15).

The term 'older workers' has been coined to describe those people who are 

currently, or were previously, in vocational employment and are generally regarded as 

being 'older' than others. For the purposes of this study, the term 'older' refers to those 

who are 45 years of age and older. The literature related to 'older workers' commonly 

defines 'older' as 45 years of age and older (Bowman & Kearns, 2007; Cully, 2004; 

Ferrier, Burke, & Selby Smith, 2008; Lundberg & Marshallsay, 2007; Shacklock & 

Brunetto, 2000; Tikkanen, 2009; Tikkanen, Lahn, Withnall, Ward, & Lyng, 2002; 

Weller, 2004; Wooden, VandenHeuvel, Cully, & Curtain, 2001). Cully (2004), in a 

policy review related to older workers, describes the significance of that standard: “45 

years is something of a turning point: there are, for people of this age, demonstrable 

differences in labour market circumstances and training participation by comparison 

with people below this age” (p. 207). There are, however, occasional references to 

'older' as 40 years of age and older (Pillay, Boulton-Lewis, Wilss, & Lankshear, 2003; 

Pillay, Kelly, & Tones, 2006; Robson & Hansson, 2007) and occasional references to 

workers who are 45 years of age and older as 'mature aged workers' (Dawe & Elvins, 

2006; Selby Smith, Smith, & Smith, 2007; Thomson, Dawe, Anlezark, & Bowman, 
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2005).

While there is much in the literature that draws attention to the fiscal 

implications of an ageing population and the role of older workers in addressing the 

situation, there are many other reasons for supporting older workers in the labour 

market. A study by Ranzijn, Carson, Winefield, and Price (2006) indicated that “being 

unemployed in middle age leads to the full range of psychological consequences 

identified in unemployment research with younger people, including loss of self-worth, 

problems with marital and family relationships and reduced quality of life and anxiety 

about the future” (p. 476). In addition, older workers have been identified as having 

skills to offer that would be a loss to society following their withdrawal from the labour 

force. Within Australia, the report on human capital reform by COAG (2006) 

acknowledged that discussion of labour force participation needs to extend beyond the 

quantitative consideration of the proportion of older workers in unemployment or 

underemployment to consider the skills that older workers have to offer: “With an 

ageing population, we can no longer afford to lose the valuable skills and experience 

that older workers offer to business, the economy and society” (p. 12). The report 

continued by acknowledging that policies need to support and promote ongoing 

attachment to the labour market as people age. Internationally, the OECD acknowledged

that the skills attributed to older workers should be seen in the context of a diverse 

labour market, where the similarly diverse characteristics of various individuals are 

recognised as part of socially inclusive policies (OECD, 2006). The relative strengths 

and weaknesses of various groups also requires consideration, in that “various studies 

on older and younger workers show that each have relative strengths and weaknesses 

that they can contribute to the workforce – the most obvious strength of older workers 

being those that derive from maturity and experience” (OECD, 2006, p. 149).

Thus, there is a need for age-diverse workforces, that are able to draw on a range

of strengths from different groups. Within Australia and internationally, there is a need 

to increase the participation rate of older workers in order to address economic and 

social considerations. Strategies to boost workforce participation include the retraining 

of older workers to retain their position in employment and activities to develop the 

knowledge and skills of unemployed older workers to improve their participation rate 

(Dawe, 2009).
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2.1.4 Developing the knowledge and skills of older workers

Activities to develop the knowledge and skills of older workers can be seen as an 

imperative from the perspective of governments and policy makers concerned with 

economic and social considerations. However, policies to motivate older worker to 

participate in skills development may not be appropriate. An Australian study, including 

a survey to gain the perspectives of older workers on training and retention in the 

workforce (Lundberg & Marshallsay, 2007), has indicated that increasing retention of 

older workers was not so much a matter of persuading workers to seek work beyond 

retirement age, but rather removing perceived discriminatory barriers and some 

important policy disincentives. The study was able to identify learning areas for the 

development of the knowledge and skills of these older workers. In terms of areas for 

skills development, qualitative responses indicated that the types of training older 

workers saw as necessary for their occupations frequently included training in 

computing skills, updating of relevant skills, and professional development training 

programs to enhance specific skills in relevant fields. Older workers also considered 

courses to 'train the trainer' as valuable to equip them to train or mentor younger 

workers.

Another Australian study (Karmel & Woods, 2008), although not specifically 

focussed on older workers, demonstrated the high level of interest by people who may 

not have completed a post-school qualification in taking a second chance to obtain a 

qualification later in life: “Estimates suggest that the overwhelming majority of eligible 

adults will access second-chance VET at some stage during their lives between the ages 

of 25 and 49 years” (p. 8). However, the study indicated that the percentage of the 

second-chance population actually completing an award was low, and was particularly 

low when focussed on the completion of higher-level qualifications. This interest in 

vocational learning, however, may not apply equally to older workers. Indeed, a 

European study (Tikkanen, 2009), in a report by the European Centre for the 

Development of Vocational Training (Cedefop) on vocational training research in 

Europe, cited research showing a low uptake of lifelong learning opportunities provided

to older workers.

The Australian report by Lundberg and Marshallsay (2007) observed that, in 

reference to older workers, “the perspectives of the group themselves have been largely 
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missing from previous research” (p. 8). Similarly, the European study by Tikkanen 

(2009) concluded that there was little research into the perspectives of older workers 

themselves: “Thus, with some exceptions, existing studies can tell us little about older 

workers' perspective on work and learning, and how they perceive their work, job-

competence and learning, or construe the meaning of these and their situation regarding 

their work, workplaces, and working life in general” (p. 227). Tikkanen observed that 

research on older workers had been narrow and carried out mostly by sociologists and 

economists. The interests of researchers had been in social and economic issues and 

research including individual or organisation learning had been rare.

2.2 The Changing Nature of Work

The response to policy initiatives to increase the workforce participation rate of older 

workers is reliant, for many older workers, on the development of their knowledge and 

skills. Such policy initiatives need to also consider the changing nature of the work in 

industrialised countries. This section identifies and describes 'globalisation' and the 

'knowledge economy' and the changing nature of work, with implications for the 

knowledge and skills required for older workers to secure or remain in employment.

2.2.1 Globalisation and the rise of the knowledge economy

An OECD report (Keeley, 2007) identified two major factors responsible for an 

evolution in the skills that are required for work in the industrialised countries: “The 

march of globalisation and the rise of the knowledge economy” (p. 13). Globalisation 

can be seen as a dissolution of the economic constraints previously determined by 

national borders. The term globalisation is “generally used to describe an increasing 

internationalisation of markets for goods and services, the means of production, 

financial systems, competition, corporations, technology and industries” (OECD, n.d., 

Definition). Although experiencing a decline in 2008 due to the global financial crisis, 

the trends in international trade and investments have continued to increase (OECD, 

2010a). This globalisation has had a significant impact on the skill requirements for 

work in industrialised countries, including Australia, where “the free flow of capital and

goods allows employers the option to switch investment from one region of the world to

another in search of greater returns” (Cully, 2006, p. 3). This has given rise to many 

Australian workers in industries such as the textiles, clothing, and footwear industries 
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becoming redundant. Some of the workers in these industries have been unable to find 

work in the same industry and have needed to acquire new skills to regain employment 

(Cully, 2006).

The other major factor responsible for the evolution of skill requirements in the 

industrialised countries is the rise of the knowledge economy. The rise of the knowledge

economy can be seen as an increasing significance being given to knowledge and 

information in the economy of industrialised nations, fostered by the rapid proliferation 

of information technology. Drucker, in his book The effective executive (1967/2007), 

describing the economic changes taking place in the latter part of the twentieth century, 

introduced distinctions between the work of a “manual worker” (p. 2) and that of a 

“knowledge worker” (p. 3). A manual worker, according to Drucker, works with their 

hands and produces goods or services: “The manual worker can always be judged in 

terms of the quantity and quality of a definable and discrete output, such as a pair of 

shoes” (p. 2). This is in contrast with a knowledge worker who works with their head, 

not their hands: “Knowledge workers do not produce a 'thing'. They produce ideas, 

information, concepts” (p. 58). Drucker, in a subsequent book The age of discontinuity 

(1969/2008), went on to popularise the concept of a knowledge economy through the 

use of the term “The Knowledge Economy” (p. 263) as the title of chapter 12 of his 

book.

The knowledge economy, also referred to as the 'knowledge-based economy', 

has now come to be defined by the OECD as “an expression coined to describe trends in

advanced economies towards greater dependence on knowledge, information, and high 

skill levels, and the increasing need for ready access to all of these by the business and 

public sectors” (OECD, n.d., Definition). An OECD (2010b) report observed that a 

defining feature of knowledge-intensive economies is their focus on research and 

development activities and that, “in line with greater knowledge intensity, investments 

in R&D [Research and Development] in developed countries have increased as a 

proportion of their GDP [Gross Domestic Product] as has the share of researchers in 

these countries” (p. 54). A United Kingdom report by the Work Foundation (Brinkley, 

Fauth, Mahdon, & Theodoropoulou, 2009) used OECD statistics to show the growth of 

the knowledge economy in Europe by measures of the evolution of the share in value 

added services, in the European Union and the United Kingdom, of knowledge-based 
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industries. The industries included high-technology to medium-technology 

manufacturing and knowledge intensive services such as financial and business 

services, telecommunications, health, and education. The authors observed that “this 

change in industrial structure has also changed the structure of the workforce. The 

interaction of technology with workers' intellectual and human capital has, some argue, 

created a new class of worker in today's economy – the knowledge worker” (p. 10).

Research by Powell and Snellman (2004) used the number of patents issued in 

the United States to show “a recent marked acceleration in the production of new 

knowledge” (p. 202). The research used an analysis of patents to argue that the upsurge 

in patenting activity was “driven by the emergence of new industries, highly fertile in 

terms of the generation of novel ideas and new products. In tandem, there is a decline in

traditional sectors” (p. 203). Powell and Snellman (2004) also used an analysis of the 

labour force to argue that science and engineering jobs “grew at more than four times 

the rate of the total U.S. labor force between 1980 and 2000” (p. 205). A similar 

analysis by Cully (2006) showed that the occupational composition of employment in 

Australia between 1996 and 2006 underwent a similar change, with far greater 

proportional growth occurring in administrative and professional occupational 

groupings.

Research, both within Australia and in other industrialised countries, has 

generally concurred that technological change has increased the demand for highly 

skilled labour relative to the demand for low-skilled labour (Brinkley et al., 2009; Cully,

2006; Powell & Snellman, 2004). Globalisation and the rise of the knowledge economy 

are thus seen as two major factors that are behind the evolution of the knowledge and 

skills required in the workplace.

2.2.2 The nature of work in the knowledge economy

The rise of the knowledge economy within industrialised countries has implications for 

the nature of work within such changed economies. Existing workers may require new 

or different skills to maintain their current job role or to move to other levels of 

employment within their own or other organisations. New entrants to employment and 

unemployed workers may require new or different skills in order to secure employment. 

An OECD (2001) report that investigated the competencies required for the knowledge 
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economy, observed that the workforce was 'up-skilling', both in terms of the educational

level of workers and also the types of job that they were performing: “White-collar, 

high-skilled jobs are driving employment growth. This is not just a question of the 

growth in knowledge 'sectors'. Work is becoming more skilled across industries and 

within individual occupations” (p. 99). The report noted that, while knowledge workers 

can be identified as those performing knowledge-rich jobs, such workers are typically, 

but not universally, well-educated and that some knowledge workers have high levels of

literacy and lower levels of education, implying that skills independent of education 

attainment are recognised in the knowledge economy. Workplace competencies 

identified as being increasingly required in the knowledge economy include 

communication skills, problem-solving skills, the ability to work in teams, and 

Information and Communications Technology (ICT) skills (OECD, 2001).

A more detailed report by the United Kingdom Work Foundation (Brinkley et 

al., 2009) was produced to provide a portrait of work and the workforce in the 

knowledge economy. The authors described a number of definitions and measures of 

knowledge work, based on such factors as level of education and employment category. 

They subsequently developed a classification of knowledge workers, based on what 

people actually do at work and how often they perform particular tasks. This 

information was used in a large scale survey to assess the knowledge content of the jobs

performed by participants. “The key test was the cognitive complexity required for each

task – the use of high level 'tacit' knowledge that resides in people's minds rather than 

being written down (or codified) in manuals, guides, lists and procedures” (p. 4). The 

study suggested that “up to 60 per cent of people in work are doing jobs that require the 

use of at least some tacit knowledge. However, there are also very large numbers of 

people – 40 per cent of the workforce – whose jobs involve only a few tasks requiring 

tacit knowledge and who rely largely on codified knowledge through manuals, rules and

procedures” (p. 33).

Another study, by Shah and Burke (2003), investigated changing skill 

requirements in the Australian labour force in the knowledge economy. The study 

analysed skill requirements by classifying occupations according to whether they were: 

(1) advantaged by globalisation and technological change, (2) relatively insulated, or (3)

vulnerable. The groups of occupations seen to be 'globally advantaged' were further 
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grouped into those called 'conceptual' and 'technical'. Examples of globally advantaged 

occupations were many of those seen as professional and associate professional in 

business related occupations. The insulated occupations included many of the 'in-person

service' professional occupations, but also some skilled and low skill occupations for 

which overseas workers or products could not be readily substituted. The vulnerable 

occupations were classified as those whose services – or the products they made – were 

most subject to substitution from abroad or by new technology, and include many 

manufacturing workers and some groups of white collar workers. Shah and Burke 

(2003) concluded that “more than four out of every five jobs that are generated because 

of growth in employment are projected to be in the globally advantaged occupations or 

in the insulated occupations” (p. 14) and that, over time, the share of total employment 

in the vulnerable occupations is projected to decline.

Overall, the above studies pointed to expanding opportunities for workers who 

could be regarded as knowledge workers or have a high level of knowledge-related 

skills and to declining opportunities for job-seekers or workers who had a low level of 

knowledge-related skills. These factors were clearly impacting on the types of education

and training needed to address the skill requirements of the rising knowledge economy.

2.2.3 Education and training for the future

The changes that are continuing to occur in the nature of work due to the rise of the 

knowledge economy within industrialised countries have implications for the education 

and training of workers. Existing workers, new entrants to employment, and 

unemployed workers are continuing to require new or different skills in order to 

maintain their current job role, to move to other levels of employment within their own 

or other organisations, or to secure employment. Holtshouse (2010), as a precursor to 

researching the requirements of productive work environments over the years leading 

up to 2020, cited global surveys which “reveal the critical role and strategic relevance 

the future knowledge worker has to organizational performance” (p. 195). The 

subsequent empirical component of the study by Holtshouse (2010), of trends in the 

industrialised nations, largely of organisations throughout the Americas and Europe, 

indicated that the use of knowledge transfer through social nets and communities of 

practice was the preferred method of updating and enhancing worker skills. However, 

these organisations also indicated that they would use technology – in the way of 
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embedded learning tools and self-help course-ware – to assist in keeping the skills of 

their knowledge workers updated. Formal university level courses in critical fields 

received little support for the skills updating process.

A similar study in industrialised nations by the Asian Productivity Organization 

(2004) surveyed organisations throughout Asia regarding their in-company training 

strategies for knowledge workers. The organisations surveyed reaffirmed, as a key 

factor in their success, that: “training should be recognized as a key strategy for overall 

business success and effectiveness” (p. 10). Best practice principles for in-company 

training highlighted: “Use of e-learning tools to encourage employees' self-

responsibility for learning as well as speed up the delivery of knowledge” (Asian 

Productivity Organization, 2004, p. 9).

Within Australia, a number of studies at the start of the new millennium 

investigated the changing nature of work with the rise of the knowledge economy and 

subsequently discussed the associated implications for education and training 

(Buchanan et al., 2001; Henry, 2004; Marginson, 2000; Ryan & Watson, 2003). These 

studies, in various ways, attempted to describe the skill requirements for workers in a 

future where knowledge-based work environments are becoming more familiar. A 

comprehensive analysis of the literature at the time by Marginson (2000) described how

international competition is driving an accelerated rate of technological change, most 

specifically for work environments in information and communications. The increased 

use of networked computing is associated with the development of workplaces that 

require higher levels of cognitive and interactive skills.

Buchanan et al. (2001) described the expanded range of skills required of a 

knowledge worker, that extend beyond simple technical skills: (1) cognitive skills being 

general skills such as literacy, numeracy, and general educational competence; (2) 

technical skills such as the ability to perform particular tasks associated with a 

recognised trade or set of professional skills; and (3) behavioural skills such as personal 

skills associated with the ability to perform in the context of relationships. The study 

concluded that an approach to training content “which emphasises the need for job-

specific technical skills without adequate attention to the need for cognitive and work-

relevant behavioural skills, is conceptually weak and does not meet the practical needs 
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of either business or individuals” (Buchanan et al., 2001, p. 30).

The study by Ryan and Watson (2003) investigated changes in the nature of 

work and the associated demand for work-related education and training. It concluded 

by acknowledging that, although the education and training requirements of all 

industries were not the same, consistent themes emerged from their research: “Basic 

clerical skills and basic computer skills appear to be a minimum requirement for most 

jobs” (p. 61).

Another Australian study by Henry (2004) investigated working and learning in 

vocational education and training in the knowledge era. It identified that, while 

knowledge workers may possess technical skills and expertise or may be educated 

within a particular discipline, discipline-related knowledge and skills were becoming 

relatively less important than 'generic' skills and knowledge in the long term: 

“Conventional professional know-how no longer suffices for knowledge workers; they 

must be creative, independent, resourceful, innovative, enterprising, co-operative and 

versatile persons who learn new things throughout their lives” (p. 11).

The conclusions of the above research studies related to the changing nature of 

work indicate that the rise of the knowledge economy has had a major impact on the 

skill requirements of workers, with greatly increased demand for knowledge workers 

and an increased component of knowledge-related work into the job role of many 

workers. The research also pointed to the need for general cognitive skills and 

communication skills to accompany technical skills within any skills development 

strategy, and a need to understand the impact these requirements may have on the skill 

development needs of older workers.

2.2.4 Educating older workers for the knowledge economy

The changing nature of work associated with the rise of the knowledge economy has 

been described above as having a major impact on the skill requirements of workers. It 

is within these transformed work environments of the industrialised nations, with a 

greatly increased demand for knowledge workers and an increased component of 

knowledge-related work into the job role of many workers, that older workers are being 

called upon to increase their workforce participation. Taylor, Jorgensen, and Watson 

(2010), in researching the implications for older workers of these changes to the labour 
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market, illustrated the point that jobs requiring their existing skill sets may have either 

been destroyed or have migrated to other parts of the world. In particular, they pointed 

out that globalisation, and more recently the Global Financial Crisis (GFC), could 

produce an impact on industrialised countries to the extent that “certain groups, 

including older workers with few or outdated skills and those with declining health, 

may be particularly vulnerable to job-loss and long-term unemployment” (Taylor et al., 

2010, p. 260). In addition, their research pointed out that workers displaced from jobs in

industries facing the most intense international competition were slower to become re-

employed and experienced larger wage losses once re-employed than did job losers in 

other industries. These findings are supported by statistics which show that a shift to 

economic inactivity is generally for a longer period of time or permanent across older 

age groups, across the industrialised countries (OECD, 2006), including Australia 

(ABS, 2014b).

A similar investigation into the relationship between employment at older ages 

and the changing nature of work was conducted in the United States by Johnson, 

Gordon, and Resseger (2007). Their research showed that the nature of work in the 

United States had changed markedly over the previous 35 years. They observed that 

jobs had become less physically demanding and less likely to entail difficult working 

conditions, but were more cognitively challenging and more stressful. The share of jobs 

requiring high cognitive ability and strong interpersonal skills was found to increase by 

about 35 percent between 1971 and 2006. Computer use was observed to be “very or 

extremely important to job performance in about 43 percent of jobs, reflecting the 

proliferation of computers in the workplace. Perhaps also reflecting technological 

change, the need to continually update relevant skills and knowledge was very or 

extremely important for 18 percent of workers” (Johnson et al., 2007, p. 8). Over this 

period, the share of workers in jobs requiring high cognitive ability increased by “about 

56 percent for workers ages 50 to 61 and by about 33 percent for workers ages 62 and 

older” (Johnson et al., 2007, p. 14). The corresponding share grew by “only about 26 

percent for workers ages 26 to 49 and by about 10 percent for workers ages 25 and 

younger” (p. 14). These authors concluded that older workers, having experienced 

sharper declines in physically demanding work and steeper increases in cognitively 

demanding work than younger people, would continue to experience an increasing 
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exposure to more cognitively challenging employment opportunities.

Within the Australian literature, Jorgensen (2005) cited ABS statistics showing 

that, in 2001, only 59 percent of Australian 17 year olds had a year 12 or equivalent 

education, observing that this standard of attainment had remained largely unchanged 

over the previous 40 years. He determined that “by the decade 2020-2030, given current

educational attainment data, many older workers may not have the basic skills needed to

gain entry into, or to secure, ongoing paid employment” (Jorgensen, 2005, p. 63). This 

may have been seen as an alarmist proposition not reflecting a very positive future for 

older workers. Nevertheless, more recent statistics from 2010 show that the percentage 

of 55-64 year-olds in Australia who have been through at least upper secondary 

education is “55%” (OECD, 2010b, table A1.2a) which is below the OECD average of 

“58%” (table A1.2a). Jorgensen (2005) observed that work in a knowledge-based 

society is based on a capacity to 'know', or be capable of competent participation in a 

complex web of relationships among people and activities. He emphasised the 

importance of 'lifelong learning' in facilitating the extended participation of older 

workers in the workforce and a need to acknowledge that “entry into this knowledge 

society will require new patterns of collaboration and new modes of partnership” 

(Jorgensen, 2005, p. 62). Within this environment, creativity is seen as a decisive source

of competitive advantage: “With the shift to an ideas and creativity driven environment, 

success follows those who can exploit 'intangible' knowledge and information and 

convert them to tangible benefits – financial, cultural and social” (Jorgensen, 2005, p. 

64). This shift was seen to involve increased use of both interpersonal and technology-

mediated communication skills for older members of the workforce: “If older workers 

can be trained to cope with new technology and work methods, and are provided with a 

flexible benefits and work package as well as 'quality work' they would be much more 

likely, and able, to stay longer” (Jorgensen, 2005, p. 66). 

2.3 Older Worker Engagement in Learning

Strategies that support the goal of increasing the workforce participation of older 

workers have been shown to include the provision of learning opportunities to: retain 

older workers in employment, enable the transition of older workers from other areas to 

knowledge-based or technology-based industries, and enhance the ability of 
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unemployed older workers to be accepted into employment. Such strategies have been 

shown to require consideration of the changing nature of work in the knowledge 

economy, with implications for the knowledge and skills required for these older 

workers to secure or remain in employment. This section explores the engagement of 

older workers in learning: the characteristics of older workers; their motivations towards

participation in learning; the barriers and facilitators related to their participation; the 

learning needs and preferences that impact on their successful engagement; the 

significance of lifelong learning for the older worker; and the changing nature of 

learning opportunities.

2.3.1 The characteristics of older workers

Older workers are generally seen as being a heterogeneous group (Australian Industry 

Group, 2007; Cully, 2004; Ferrier et al., 2008; Weller, 2004). Independent studies by the

Australian Industry Group (2007), Cully (2004), and Ferrier et al. (2008), in 

investigating the needs of older workers in their learning, have concluded that the 

diversity of this category of workers is an important consideration in providing them 

with equitable and relevant learning opportunities. Ferrier et al. (2008) observed that 

“skill and qualification requirements vary across industries and occupations. Older 

people also differ in the types of industries and occupations they work in, with their 

participation shaped by factors such as their skills and qualifications, their gender, 

where they live and their cultural and language backgrounds” (p. 9).

One unifying consideration is that the characteristics of the current cohort of 

older workers have been shaped by their experiences and attitudes acquired during the 

post World War II 'baby boom' era, the early part of which was marked by continuous 

full-time employment (Pillay et al., 2006). However, an analysis of ABS data by Ferrier 

et al. (2008) was able to identify several major diversifying factors related to a subset of

older workers who were aged 50 to 59 years. Those factors with the potential to 

influence access to, or participation in, skills development by this age group were 

identified as (1) cultural and language background, (2) educational attainment, (3) 

employment status, (4) place of residence, (5) family responsibilities, (6) income and 

income sources, and (7) disability. In addition, Ferrier et al. (2008) identified previous 

overseas and Australian studies showing that variations in the employment status and 

retirement intentions of older workers impacted on their skills development needs, 
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intentions, and participation. Older workers were differentially classified as: older 

workers already in employment, older people seeking work or more work, discouraged 

older workers, and older workers who had voluntarily retired. Earlier attempts to 

classify older workers in terms of their deteriorating employability associated with 

deteriorating physical strength and mental capabilities and their potential to participate 

in vocational learning have been strongly refuted by a number of researchers (Lundberg 

& Marshallsay, 2007; Selby Smith et al., 2007; Tikkanen et al., 2002).

One major issue related to the present study is the literacy level of older workers,

in that the nature and extent of older worker literacy may serve as a barrier to, or 

facilitator of, older worker participation in learning. The ABS Adult Literacy and Life 

Skills Survey provides evidence that a large proportion of mature aged Australians have 

difficulty with reading, writing, and numeracy (ABS, 2014c). These proportions are 

comparable internationally, as is revealed by similar studies in other OECD countries 

(ABS, 2014c). Consequently, an important aspect of providing learning opportunities 

for older workers may be the consideration of whether they have difficulty in learning 

new skills as a result of their level of literacy. However, literacy levels may more 

specifically relate to the work settings experienced by the older worker in their working 

life. The International Adult Literacy Survey (IALS) is regarded as an important source 

of evidence about the relationship between age, productivity, and trainability. An 

analysis of the recent survey concluded that: “The IALS indicates that literacy skills 

improve with practice and deteriorate if not used: phases where workers disengage from

learning tend to erode learning habits. … Trainability is not age-determined but mirrors 

the work settings encountered during working life. Hence, training and retraining are 

important factors in enhancing the employability of older workers” (Hessel, 2008, p. 

154).

2.3.2 The motivation of older workers to participate in learning

There does not appear to be an issue with the motivation of older workers to participate 

in learning. A large-scale study within Australia (Lundberg & Marshallsay, 2007) 

concluded that a large majority of the surveyed older workers did not need to be 

persuaded or induced to continue to work beyond retirement age. Issues related to 

retention were more related to removing perceived discriminatory barriers and policy 

disincentives. The Lundberg and Marshallsay (2007) study showed that, to support a 
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better lifestyle, workers either needed, or may have chosen, to work beyond retirement 

age and that “policy does not need to focus on persuading or inducing older workers to 

continue working” (p. 10). Internationally, a report by the OECD (2006) in relation to 

all the OECD countries pointed out that “older workers are in fact capable and willing 

to carry on working if given more flexible working-time options and suitable 

opportunities to change jobs” (p. 13).

In an Australian study exploring the learning needs of older workers, Ferrier et 

al. (2008) identified a number of both intrinsic and extrinsic motivators for older 

workers to participate in learning. Intrinsic motivators, internal stimuli to action, relate 

to satisfaction derived through work and the associated learning that accompanies 

advancement and the acquisition of new skills, and are acknowledged as being well 

developed in older workers (Shacklock et al., 2000; Shea & Haasen, 2005). Extrinsic 

motivators, external stimuli to action, largely relate to the need for financial income, and

can be seen as stemming from income-related underemployment and unemployment. 

The long term trends showed that underemployment had been increasing over the last 

30 years and that a large portion of these statistics related to older workers, particularly 

those older workers in the 55 to 64 years age group (ABS, 2014b). In terms of 

unemployment, older people who were unemployed tended to remain so for longer, with

the long-term unemployed indicating that lack of training, skills, or experience 

prevented them from seeking employment. Similarly, Weller (2004) distinguished 

between those older workers who sought or continued in employment as doing so for 

satisfaction and those who were doing so for financial necessity.

The need to maintain the motivation, skill level, and employability of older 

workers has given rise to investigations into the educational needs and preferences of 

older workers. Although these investigations are not extensive in Australia, the 

educational needs and preferences of older workers have been extensively researched in 

countries such as United Kingdom (Bowman & Kearns, 2007). This research has 

showen that there is a range of stereotypes and myths associated with older workers and

their participation in the workplace and that these stereotypes were out of touch with the

values and preferences of older workers: “Many older workers want to go on learning 

and earning, but in ways which suit their lifestyle preferences; this often involves part-

time work and part-time community service and volunteering; and there is a general 
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desire among many older workers to keep learning, including how to use computers and

other technologies” (Bowman & Kearns, 2007, p.1).

2.3.3 Barriers to and facilitators of older worker participation in learning

The societal imperative for older workers to participate in learning, in the context of 

both structural changes in workplaces and the move to a more knowledge-based 

economy, and research that reveals that many of these older workers have the 

motivation to participate in learning, has precipitated research to explore the societal, 

institutional, and individual barriers to and facilitators of this imperative.

A large scale study within Australia by Thomson, Dawe, Anlezark, and Bowman

(2005), reviewed available research to determine “whether participation in education 

and training improves older people's productivity and keeps them in paid employment 

for longer” (p. 6). Of the 33 reviewed studies, seven provided evidence for barriers to, 

and facilitators of, participation. Public policy, especially in relation to eligibility for the

aged pension or access to superannuation funds and insurance for older workers – that 

is, policy outside vocational education and training – can be a major barrier to or 

facilitator of training among the mature-aged: “The design of pension systems can 

encourage or discourage mid-career investment in human capital, depending on how 

retirement pension wealth is affected by the subsequent increases in earnings” 

(Thomson et al., 2005, p. 25). Several of the studies reviewed by Thomson et al. (2005) 

also identified a small number of policy and legislative barriers for mature-aged 

individuals, including weak anti-discrimination legislation and financial incentives that 

made retirement more attractive than continuing in work. One of the international 

studies (Blondal, Field, & Girouard, 2002) referred to by Thomson et al. (2005) 

suggested that changing public policy was the principal way of facilitating training for 

older workers and recommended (1) changes to the pension systems, in which early 

access to pensions could limit incentives to train, (2) adult education programs designed

in ways that reduce the opportunity costs to older workers, and (3) tax levies and tax 

incentives for employers to stimulate training activities.

An OECD (2006) report noted that almost all countries reviewed in an 

international study were carrying out reforms to tackle work disincentives and to 

increase flexibility in work-retirement decisions. The report concluded that it had 
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proved particularly difficult to reduce inequalities in training participation by age and 

skill and identified three approaches to be pursued concurrently: increasing investment 

in lifelong learning at mid-career; increasing the attractiveness of training and its 

potential returns for older workers by adapting teaching methods and content to their 

needs, by the provision of short, modular courses and through the recognition of prior 

learning and experience; and promoting later retirement to encourage greater investment

in training of older workers by raising the potential return on this investment through 

longer expected pay-off times (OECD, 2006).

2.3.4 The learning needs and preferences of older workers

Research has also been conducted to investigate the learning needs and preferences of 

older workers, contributing to an identification and understanding of factors that 

contribute to their engagement with learning, and to their satisfaction as learners.

Lundberg and Marshallsay (2007), in a study that analysed the views of 

Australian older workers regarding their learning needs, concluded that older workers 

were seeking equal access to training programs to update their skills and to keep up with

developments in technology. They maintained that the workers saw a need for: (1) 

training in computing skills, from simple word processing for those in the construction 

and the aged care sectors, to more complex computing skills for those in the finance 

sector; (2) updating of relevant skills; and (3) professional development training 

programs to enhance specific skills in relevant fields such as physical fitness, 

counselling, and communication. They also saw the need for training in a wide variety 

of areas to enable individuals to pursue their favoured employment after reaching 

retirement age and ceasing to work in their current jobs. In terms of training methods: 

“Qualitative responses indicate that older workers see the most effective training 

methods as being in-service, in-house, one-on-one, and practical-oriented training 

methodologies, preferably utilising older workers as role models and mentors” 

(Lundberg & Marshallsay, 2007, p. 37). Studies in the United States by Simpson (2004) 

and Dunn (2004) concluded that older workers could be trained or retrained as 

effectively as others if the programs were appropriately 'age-tailored' in recognition of 

the consideration that older learners differ from younger learners in their psychological 

needs, physical limitations, and learning styles.
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In Australia, Cully (2004), observed that: “as a whole, older workers (those aged

45 years or more) can be said to be disadvantaged relative to prime age workers (25 to 

44 years) in the labour market” (p. 206) but that “training can be seen as a form of 

employment protection insurance for existing older workers, while for displaced older 

workers it is a potential means of restoring skill differentials against younger workers” 

(p. 206), yet he questioned the value that training would necessarily have for older 

workers displaced from the labour market. Another Australian study investigated skills 

development for older workers who were disadvantaged in the labour market through 

unemployment and low prior education (Gelade, Catts, & Gerber, 2003). It touched on 

that question of value and supported a conclusion that some further specific attention 

may be required for this sub-group of older workers. There was seen to be a need for 

targeted support and learning opportunities for this group. That opinion was shared by 

the Australian Industry Group (AIG) (2007) in expressing a concern that the specific 

needs of older workers were not being addressed, exacerbating a disadvantageous 

situation in many workplaces, with the consistent finding that patterns of investment 

and participation in both formal and work-based learning were entrenching rather than 

alleviating differences in skills levels: “those with the highest levels of skills receive 

more skills training than those with low skills levels. This is even more the case for 

workers whose primary language is other than English, people with low literacy and 

numeracy levels, the unemployed and those in casual and part time employment” (AIG, 

2007, p. 18). Older workers were thus found to comprise some of the most advantaged 

and disadvantaged individuals in the workforce.

2.3.5 Lifelong learning and older workers

Lifelong learning and older workers within Australia has been the focus of a study by 

Karmel and Woods (2004). That study analysed ABS statistics providing solid support 

for the view that educational qualifications gained later in life were helpful in 

maintaining engagement with the labour market. The study indicated that 

“qualifications acquired later in life have as good, and in some cases, better, pay-off to 

employment-to-population rates for older age groups as do qualifications obtained at a 

young age” (p. 10) and that education and training provided an effective strategy for 

older individuals seeking employment. The largest engagement in learning was found to

be by those people who were in younger age groups and, as such, it provided a greater 
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period for return on investment. However, lifelong learning has been promoted by 

governments, based on a view that, with the move to a more knowledge-based economy

and technological change, individuals need to retrain over their lifetimes in order to 

maintain their productive capacity and, hence, their employment (Karmel & Woods, 

2004).

A study of older workers in the European Union by Hessel (2008) analysed 

European employment policy developments and formed a conclusion that “challenges 

traditional mindsets about older workers and advocates an age-neutral approach of 

vocational training: learning must become a habit that is not moderated by age” (p. 

144). Hessel (2008) observed that, with the ageing of the labour force, lifelong learning 

takes on increasing importance: “Continuous training keeps peoples' minds sharp and 

their employability high. Increasing employment among the elderly means taking a 

lifelong perspective on the need for continuous vocational training; ensuring that across 

the labour market regular, tailored training becomes a habit for all ages” (p. 160).

2.3.6 The changing nature of learning opportunities

The diverse imperatives and considerations presented above contribute to the rationale 

for learning opportunities being made available to develop the knowledge and skills of 

older workers in ways that are inviting and inclusive. Such learning opportunities 

should consider the learning needs and preferences of older workers and the likelihood 

of perpetuating the disadvantage of some individual older workers. Some learning 

opportunities are presented to older workers in traditional work-based or classroom-

based environments. However, of particular relevance is the current state and future 

trend towards increased use of e-learning and, in particular, online learning 

environments.

While online learning may provide more flexible learning opportunities, there 

are both potential advantages and disadvantages for the older worker (Bowman & 

Kearns, 2007). Older workers, 45 years of age and older, are unlikely to have had 

contact with computers during the formative years of their education, with the 

widespread use of personal computers in industrialised nations not commencing until 

the mid-1980s and with the World Wide Web not being invented until 1989 (Berners-

Lee et al., 1992). Bowman and Kearns (2007) have observed that, while there is a large 
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field of Australian literature on the topic of older learners and on the topic of e-learning,

intersecting literature on the topic of the older learners in e-learning is scarce.

Taylor and Rose (2005) developed an 'older learner profile' based on a survey of 

50 older learners in e-learning in a variety of contexts. They concluded that: “The 

barriers to learning are largely those faced by all adult learners, compounded by the 

factor of being part of a generation that has not grown up with computer technology” (p.

3). Taylor and Rose (2005) nominated 10 characteristics of the mature aged as learners; 

they: (1) are more likely to undertake short non-award vocational courses where the aim

is to gain skills rather than qualifications; (2) increasingly turn to community training 

providers for vocational and personal training; (3) prefer learning in an informal 

learning environment, in small classes or groups; (4) need slower paced, low intensity 

training and often prefer self-paced learning; (5) take increasing responsibility for their 

training and learning and for sourcing learning which meets their needs, constraints, and

learning-style preferences; (6) are often independent learners, being self-directed and 

with a clear idea of their own purpose for undertaking training; (7) highly value peer 

support, mentoring and tutoring; (8) value and respond to supportive and responsive 

teachers, tutors and volunteers; (9) want clear and explicit instructions, with print and 

web-based resources designed to accommodate age-affected sight and hearing; and (10) 

generally feel more comfortable learning with a similar aged cohort.

The response to these learning needs of the older worker in an e-learning 

environment, however, seems to have not been forthcoming. A study of e-learning for 

mature aged workers by Palmieri (2007) observed that “The number of organisations 

and initiatives supporting learning for older people is sparse, far fewer than those 

supporting youth or people with a disability” (p. 2). A study in the Netherlands (de 

Koning & Gelderblom, 2006) found that “compared with younger workers, older 

workers make less use of ICT in their job, use less complicated applications and have 

more difficulties in using ICT. This is to their disadvantage as the use of ICT and 

particularly the level of use appear to affect performance positively” (p. 467). A Finnish 

study (Tikkanen et al., 2002) presented what appeared to be an optimistic future that, at 

the time of the study, had yet to be realised: “We anticipate that within a 5-10 year life 

span, fears about older employees' capability with regard to learning to use ICT in 

workplaces will prove to have been groundless …” (p. 105) and forecast that this 
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improvement in the situation of older workers would be further enhanced by the 

development of learning and training methods matched to their learning styles and 

would also take account of their readiness to learn.

An investigation of learning opportunities in industrialised countries in the 

twenty-first century needs to consider the use of e-learning, including the use of online 

learning environments. The use of and reliance on online and other e-learning 

environments for the provision of learning programs continues to increase substantially 

both within Australia (DEEWR, 2010) and in other industrialised countries (OECD, 

2010b). The provision of these learning opportunities in a meaningful way, to create 

employability in this changing work environment, carries a responsibility to provide 

learning environments that not only respond to the learning needs and motivations of 

these potential learners, but are also inviting and inclusive. In addition, there is a need to

provide transferability skills, to satisfy the demands of a continuing change in 

workplaces. The changing nature of work and the changing nature of vocational 

learning within industrialised nations, including Australia, increasingly involve 

engagement with ICT and, more specifically, the Web. While, for many young workers, 

an engagement with ICT has become commonplace in their entertainment, social 

interaction, and education, the current population of older workers will not have been 

exposed to ICT in general, or the Web in particular, during the formative years of their 

education. The formative education for this population occurred during the 1950s, 

1960s, and 1970s – prior to the development of personal computers and the Web in the 

1980s and the widespread use of the Internet in the 1990s. As such, this population of 

older workers may face barriers to, or challenges in, their engagement with online 

learning: calling for research and contributing to the rationale for this study.
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Chapter Three

Online Learning Opportunities for Older Workers

The previous chapter commenced a review of the literature with a focus on the 

workforce implications of an ageing population and the imperative to improve the 

participation rate of older workers which, for many older workers, is reliant on the 

development of knowledge and skills, increasingly involving engagement with online 

learning. This chapter continues the review of the literature with a focus on the 

development and increasing use of online learning and the implications for older 

workers in their learning, to both inform and sequentially develop a rationale for the 

research. Section 3.1 focusses on the evolution of and increasing use and reliance on 

online learning in vocational learning, with implications for the learning needs and 

preferences of older workers. Section 3.2 concludes the review of the literature with the 

rationale for a research study to explore the experiences of older workers in online 

learning, in order to identify issues they may face and thereby inform approaches to be 

taken in providing appropriate support.

3.1 Online Learning Environments

This section: (1) describes the conceptual development, evolution, and characteristics of

hypermedia as the principal enablers of online learning environments; (2) describes 

such environments; (3) identifies potential issues that may arise from the engagement of

older workers with online learning; and (4) presents a case for an increased 

understanding of how such issues may be addressed through providing learning 

opportunities which are inviting and inclusive.

3.1.1 The evolution of hypermedia

The original concept of hypermedia is reported by Nelson (1981/1993) to have 

developed from the work of Vannevar Bush who, in 1945, proposed a futuristic device 

that he believed could be both a repository for the rapidly growing worldwide store of 

information and a means by which it could be made more accessible (Bush, 1945). The 

device was referred to as a 'memex', a portmanteau of 'memory' and 'index', and could 

be said to describe a hypothetical proto-hypermedia system: “A memex is a device in 

which an individual stores all his books, records, and communications, and which is 
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mechanized so that it may be consulted with exceeding speed and flexibility. It is an 

enlarged intimate supplement to his memory” (Bush, 1945, Section 6).

Bush (1945) observed that the information retrieval systems of the time had a 

problem with selection because such systems usually filed data alphabetically or 

numerically, but that the human mind works differently; it works according to 

association. He described the 'memex' as a microfilm-based machine that could link any

two pages of information into a 'trail' of related information, and then scroll back and 

forth among pages in a trail as if they were on a single microfilm reel. Although the 

'memex' was conceived as a mechanical device, with a mechanical indexing system, the 

concept nevertheless influenced the development of early computer-based hypermedia 

systems.

The term 'hypermedia' itself was originally coined by Nelson in 1965 in an 

article on the development of computer file structures for complex, changing, and 

indeterminate information (Nelson, 1965). The term was used in describing a superset 

of 'hyper' prefixed terms for media items that were essentially 'extended' in their usage, 

so as to become 'non-linear': “The sense of 'hyper-' used here connotes extension and 

generality; cf. 'hyperspace [space of greater than three dimensions]'. The criterion for 

this prefix is the inability of these objects to be comprised sensibly into linear media, 

like the text string, or even media of somewhat higher complexity” (Nelson, 1965, p. 

98). Nelson saw, in 'hypertext', 'hyperfilm', 'hyperfile' and other hypermedia, the basis 

for a computer-based file system that could remove some of the inherent limitations of 

paper-based systems: “A book is never perfectly suited to the reader; one reader is 

bored, another confused by the same pages. No system of paper – book or programmed 

text – can adapt very far to the interests or needs of a particular reader or student” 

(Nelson, 1965, p. 96). Such a computer-based system was believed to enable written or 

pictorial material to be presented in such a way that would allow the reader, rather than 

the author, to determine the relevance and sequence of presentation: “Let me introduce 

the word 'hypertext' to mean a body of written or pictorial material interconnected in 

such a complex way that it could not conveniently be presented or represented on 

paper” (Nelson, 1965, p. 96).

Of these various 'hyper' prefixed terms introduced by Nelson in 1965, the term 
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'hypertext' was the term that first came into common usage through the use of hypertext 

as the text-based linking mechanism of the 'World Wide Web' (Web) invented by 

Berners-Lee in 1989 (European Organization for Nuclear Research [CERN], 2014). The

development of the Web was proposed, initially, to provide a common computer system 

interface for collaborative use by high energy physics (HEP) researchers (Berners-Lee 

& Cailliau, 1990). However, the Web was subsequently extended and made available for

access via personal computers and the Internet, where it came to “merge the 

technologies of personal computers, computer networking and hypertext into a powerful

and easy to use global information system” (CERN, 2014, para. 3). As early as 1974, 

well prior to the explosive growth of hypermedia on the Web at the inspiration of 

Berners-Lee in 1989, Nelson was to cognise and define hypermedia: “Hyper-media are 

branching or performing presentations which respond to user actions, systems of 

prearranged words and pictures (for example) which may be explored freely or queried 

in stylized ways” (Nelson, 1974/1987, p. 18). He was also to provide an etymology: 

“Like ordinary prose and pictures, they will be media; and because they are in some 

sense 'multi-dimensional', we may call them hyper-media, following mathematical use 

of the term 'hyper-'” (p. 18). Nelson later observed that the term 'hypermedia', while 

being more appropriate in describing the variety of branching and responding computer-

based media that had come to be available, was not frequently used and that: “By now 

the word 'hypertext' has become generally accepted for branching and responding text, 

but the corresponding word 'hypermedia,' meaning complexes of branching and 

responding graphics, movies and sound – as well as text – is much less used” (Nelson, 

1981/1993, p. 82). This was largely due to the development, by Berners-Lee, of 

'HyperText Transfer Protocol' (HTTP) for the transfer of files and 'HyperText Mark-up 

Language' (HTML) for the format of text documents as principal components of the 

Web (Berners-Lee & Cailliau, 1990).

The most notable characteristics of hypermedia, including hypertext, described 

by Nelson (1981/1993) are the 'branching' and 'responding' of computer-based media: 

text, images, animations, audio, and video. He viewed 'branching' as the computer-

related capability for the presentation of one media item to include within the 

presentation the option to 'branch' to the presentation of one or more other items. 

'Responding' was viewed as the computer-related capability for a presentation to 
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'respond' to user actions, so as to freely explore the presentation of the media. This 

responsiveness, or passing control to the user, was viewed by Nelson as central to the 

potential for computer use in learning environments. He was highly critical of the 

computer-based systems of learning available at the time, where control was in the 

hands of the author, and viewed much of the existing computer-assisted instruction 

(CAI) as simply imitating the linearity and non-responsiveness inherent in paper-based 

systems: “most of the systems for computer-assisted instruction seem to me to be 

perpetuating and endorsing much that is wrong, even evil, in our present educational 

system” (Nelson, 1974/1987, p. 18). Nevertheless, he expressed enthusiasm for 

computer-based systems of learning that embraced the concepts of 'branching' and 

'responding' that defined hypermedia: “At no previous time has it been possible to create

learning resources so responsive and interesting, or to give such free play to the 

student's initiative as we may now” (Nelson, 1974/1987, p. 18).

Nelson (1974/1987) was also to envisage the concept of structured environments

for user-generated content, a concept which was not to see development until much later

and where “if media are environments into which packaged materials are brought, 

structured environments are basically environments where you use nonpackaged 

material, or create things yourself. They might also be called 'contentless media'” (p. 

50). Nelson (1974/1987) was describing, with this terminology, the potential for an 

environment in which users would be able to generate and edit content, an interactive 

Web. The term 'Web 2.0' was later coined by DiNucci (1999) to describe such a 

ubiquitous and interactive Web of the future of which the Web of the time, 'Web 1.0', 

was essentially a prototype or proof of concept. Web 2.0 was envisaged as being 

transformed by dynamic media and designed to be available on diverse hardware forms 

including television screens, computers, and mobile devices but, most importantly, as a 

platform for hosting a range of interactive media, a place where users could become 

authors: “What we need to remember, though, is that the Web, as we know it now, is a 

fleeting thing. Web 1.0. ... The Web we know now, which loads into a browser window 

in essentially static screenfuls, is only an embryo of the Web to come. The first 

glimmerings of Web 2.0 are beginning to appear” (DiNucci, 1999, p. 32).

The Web as a 'read-only Web', Web 1.0, can be seen as providing static 

hypermedia content for presentation to users. This Web was transformed since the start 
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of the new millennium to a 'read/write Web' (Murugesan, 2007), Web 2.0, which, in 

addition to providing static hypermedia content, provides 'software platforms' (O'Reilly, 

2007) for dynamic hypermedia in the form of user-generated content and interactive 

communication (Bellucci, Malizia, & Diaz, 2010). The term 'Web 3.0' has now been 

used to describe yet another evolutionary stage of the Web, a 'semantic Web'. In the 

'semantic Web', meaning is added to information through the storage and creation of 

relationships between data (Lassila & Hendler, 2009). The increasing power of 

computers and a growing understanding of the potential of the Web were combining to 

create increasingly rich and meaningful hypermedia for users of the Internet.

The world population, since the start of the new millennium in particular, has 

had greatly increased access to hypermedia on the Web, as measured by the rapid 

increase in the use of the Internet. This increased access came through an increased 

variety of devices, most notably through “deskbound devices such as desktop 

computers, portable devices such as laptop and netbook computers, and mobile devices 

such as tablets and smartphones” (Gartner, 2014). As few as four computers were 

interconnected for the first time to constitute the 'international network' of computers 

that made up the Internet in 1969 (Leiner, et al., 2014). From these humble beginnings, 

it is estimated that a large percentage of the world's population now has access to the 

Internet: “Over the past year, the world witnessed continued growth in the uptake of 

ICT and, by end 2014, almost 3 billion people will be using the Internet, up from 2.7 

billion at end 2013” (International Telecommunication Union, 2014). A website 

detailing the ever-changing Internet usage statistics, Internet World Stats (Miniwatts 

Marketing Group, 2014), showed increased Internet usage to be a consistent, 

substantial, and international trend progressing rapidly towards ubiquitous access for the

world's population.

Within this rapid increase in Internet usage, the increased use of Web 2.0 

platforms, dynamic hypermedia in the form of user-generated content and interactive 

communication, was even more dramatic. Nielsen, the global consumer research 

company, reported that: “time spent on social networks is growing at a dramatically 

faster rate than the Internet average” (Nielsen, 2009, p. 3) and that, as at 2010, 22% of 

Internet use worldwide is related to social networking and web logs (blogs) (Nielsen, 

2010a). The population of Australia has also had greatly increased access to hypermedia
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on the Web as measured by the rapid increase in the use of the Internet. ABS statistics 

for Australia show that the number of households with access to the internet at home 

continues to increase, reaching 7.3 million households in 2012–13 and representing 

83% of all households (up from 79% in 2010–11) (ABS, 2014d). Nielsen statistics show

that the profile of Internet users within Australia is similar to the global trend towards 

increased use of Web 2.0 platforms such as social media (Nielsen, 2010b). Social media 

platforms, such as Facebook, MySpace, LinkedIn, and Twitter, video sharing platforms, 

such as YouTube, web log (blog) platforms, such as WordPress and Blogger, web-based 

email applications, such as Gmail and Yahoo mail, and collaborative encyclopaedia such

as Wikipedia, have all been developed since 2000 and yet have come to account for a 

substantial portion of Internet use (International Telecommunication Union, 2014).

The evolution of hypermedia has thus seen the materialisation of the concept of 

'branching' and 'responding' computer-based media – text, images, animations, audio, 

and video – cognised by Nelson in the 1960s (Nelson, 1965). The remarkable 

proliferation of hypermedia over the Internet has been due, in large part, to the 

development of the Web in the 1990s (Berners-Lee & Cailliau, 1990). In addition, the 

development of Web 2.0 platforms in the new millennium contributed to this 

proliferation with increasingly rich media being used not only for authored content but 

for user-generated content and interactive communication (Bellucci et al., 2010). The 

use of the Web and Web 2.0 applications increased substantially in the industrialised 

nations. As a result of this substantial increase, for many people in the industrialised 

nations, the linearity inherent in the presentation of author-generated media was 

replaced by the dynamic non-linearity of computer-based hypermedia. Interacting with 

hypermedia, users were able to choose their own path through the information to be 

consumed, thus becoming more participatory in the process of gaining information and 

building their own knowledge of their chosen topic. The author or producer was no 

longer responsible for choosing one particular sequence of reading, listening, or viewing

determined by the characteristic of a linear media.

The evolution of hypermedia has, therefore, had a major influence on human 

communication and the development of learning environments, as was theorised by 

Nelson in his cognition of hypermedia as long as fifty years ago: “Let me suggest that 

such an object and system, properly designed and administered, could have great 
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potential for education, increasing the student's range of choices, his sense of freedom, 

his motivation, and his intellectual grasp” (Nelson, 1965, p. 96).

3.1.2 The development of online learning environments

The evolution of hypermedia described above saw immense changes in human 

communication and a similar change in methods of learning (OECD, 2010b). Increased 

access to the Web initially enabled increased access to a growing volume of electronic 

information facilitated by the branching and responding characteristics of hypermedia. 

However, an increasing engagement with user-generated content, following the 

development of Web 2.0 platforms, saw hypermedia evolve from being the basis of 

access to rich learning resources to being the basis of rich learning environments. 

Hypermedia came to be not merely a published, unchangeable, replacement for paper-

based learning resources, but a dynamic interactive media environment with immense 

implications for the way in which people gathered information, acquired knowledge, 

communicated, and learnt.

The rapid development of information and communication technologies (ICT) 

over the past 40 years has seen computers become smaller, faster, cheaper, and more 

powerful. These devices, which enable the development of, and access to, all forms of 

electronically-supported learning are now part of the daily life of many people in 

industrialised countries (OECD, 2010b). The concept of electronically-supported 

learning has a history, which dates from the introduction of computer use into 

educational organisations. However, the term 'e-learning', as a descriptor for 

electronically-supported learning and teaching, is much more recent (Nicholson, 2007). 

The term is generally credited as having been first used in a published document by 

Morri in referring to “corporate interactive distance learning” (Morri, 1997, p. 72) using

the Internet, following use of the term 'e-business' to refer to electronically-supported 

business activities. Since that time, the term 'e-learning' has come into widespread use to

signify very different concepts within various sectors such as business, education, 

training, and the military and is used to signify situations where content may be based 

on individual personal computers or distributed using intranets or the Internet 

(Nicholson, 2007). E-learning had, therefore, become a general term which included a 

variety of other terms such as: (1) 'computer-based learning' and 'computer-based 

training' (CBT), which identifies learning facilitated, or training delivered, through use 
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of a computer; (2) 'online learning', which identifies learning facilitated through use of a

computer that is 'online' or connected to an organisational intranet or the Internet; and 

(3) 'Web-based learning' and 'Web-based training' (WBT), which identifies learning 

facilitated, or training delivered, through use of a computer or other devise that is 

connected to the Web by means of the Internet (Australian National Training Authority, 

2004).

These various terms, each signifying different situations involving the use of 

computers, can also be regarded as signifying different stages in the development and 

use of e-learning. While the stages overlap, e-learning has, as a general term, progressed

from identifying: (1) computer-based learning without access to an organisational 

intranet or the Internet; to (2) computer-based learning with access to an organisational 

intranet or the Internet; and subsequently to (3) computer-based learning with access to 

the Web through an organisational intranet or the Internet. The term has thus 

increasingly come to include the use of dynamic interactive hypermedia to support 

learning through access to the Web by means of the Internet. It thus includes the use of 

other more static and linear forms of media to support learning: the mere access to, and 

electronic transmission of, computer-based text, graphics, audio, or video. However, 

learning environments predominantly involving the use of hypermedia with access to 

the Web through an organisational intranet or the Internet have come to be collectively 

referred to as 'online learning environments' (Moore, 2007).

3.1.3 The characteristics of online learning environments

The development of e-learning has thus progressed through a number of stages. One of 

the stages has been the development and provision of online learning, learning 

facilitated through use of a computer that is 'online' or connected to an organisational 

intranet or the Internet. Online learning has resulted from ICT developments in the 

1990s and 2000s, which saw greatly increased access to computing devices through the 

production of smaller, faster, cheaper, and more powerful computers (OECD, 2010b) 

and the creation of wired and wireless communication over organisational intranets and 

the Internet (International Telecommunication Union, 2014). These factors were 

responsible for the increased development of, and access to, electronically-supported 

learning under more flexible conditions, at a pace and at a time and place anticipated to 

be more beneficial to the provider or to the learner. In addition, the multimedia available
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on computer platforms allowed for potentially richer learning experiences than those 

found through the paper-based materials previously available, and communication over 

organisational intranets and the Internet allowed for contact between individuals and 

groups to be extended to include people at greater distances. These ICT developments in

the 1990s and 2000s thus saw the creation of online learning environments that may, or 

may not, have incorporated hypermedia, but which gave added imputus to the concept 

of learning at a distance. However, while the provision of online learning may have 

suited the needs or preferences of the provider or the learner, it brought with it many 

pedagogical issues associated with the provision of adult learning and distance learning 

generally (Moore, 2007).

The principles of adult learning as advanced by Knowles (1975), while 

acknowledging the needs of adult learners to learn in a self-directed way and 

acknowledging the individual and societal goals of lifelong learning, were developed 

from the perspective of adult learners in classroom situations. As such, there was little 

concern for the issues faced by learners in independent learning situations, such as in 

the case of distance education, where 'learner autonomy' was a major consideration 

(Moore, 1980). Moore (1980) was responsible for introducing the term “transactional 

distance” (p. 19) to describe the cognitive and affective distance in the transactions that 

occur between learner and teacher, with the success of a learner in such distance 

learning programs related to “competence as an autonomous, or self-directed learner” 

(p. 22). Moore (1980) described autonomy as an educational goal: “The educator must 

consider the degree of autonomy that a particular learner is able to exercise. The 

instructor needs to structure his materials and conduct his dialog in ways that will 

permit learners to become more autonomous during the course of the program. This 

personal growth must be a primary educational goal regardless of the course's subject 

matter” (pp. 28-29). However, he cautioned against the use of pedagogical practices that

do not acknowledge individual variations in the capacity to respond to the demands of 

transactional distance: “A learner cannot learn effectively if the educational transaction 

demands more autonomy than he is able to exercise. Thus, the teacher must structure the

material for learners who are absent in space and time, and who have varied 

competencies as autonomous learners” (p. 29).

Moore (1993) subsequently formulated a theory of distance education that 
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incorporated three variables: (1) dialogue, (2) structure, and (3) learner autonomy. He 

described dialogue as interpersonal interaction that is purposeful, constructive, and 

valued by each party. Structure was described as the extent to which an educational 

program can accommodate or be responsive to the individual needs of each learner. 

Learner autonomy was described as the extent to which the learner, rather than the 

teacher, determines the goals, the learning experience and the evaluation decisions of 

the learning program, and where: “There appears to be a relationship between dialog, 

structure and learner autonomy, for the greater the structure and the lower the dialog in a

programme the more autonomy the learner has to exercise” (p. 32). Moore contended 

that success in distance learning depends on the relationship between these three 

variables: “Successful distance teaching depends on the institution and the individual 

instructor providing the appropriate opportunities for dialog between teacher and 

learner, as well as on appropriately structured learning materials” (p. 32).

The concepts of 'self-directed learning' (Knowles, 1975), from the field of adult 

learning, and 'transactional distance' (Moore, 1980), from the field of distance 

education, received much attention in academic literature during the 1980s and 1990s 

and were applied to developing an understanding of the pedagogy associated with the 

emerging field of online learning. Song and Hill (2007) have reviewed the extensive 

literature related to self-directed learning to develop a conceptual model for 

understanding self-directed learning in online environments. Their review analysed 

some of the most prominent theories put forward among the extensive literature on self-

directed learning and concluded that self-directed learning may be seen from two 

perspectives: as a personal attribute and as a learning process. As a personal attribute, 

self-directed learning may be seen as an inherent motivation and capacity to take 

responsibility for learning. As a learning process, self-directed learning may be seen as a

manifest autonomy in the planning, monitoring, and evaluation of learning. In either of 

these cases, a recognition of the capacity for self-directed learning is regarded as an 

important consideration in the effective development of online learning environments 

(Song & Hill, 2007). A conclusion from the literature on self-directed learning is that 

individual success in online learning may be seen, to a large extent, as a product of self 

directedness – an inherent attribute of the learner – and an acknowledgement and 

consideration, by both providers and learners, of the nature and extent of self-directed 
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learning capabilities during the learning process.

The pedagogical characteristics of online learning environments (Song & Hill, 

2007), identified above, need to be considered in the light of a variety of other 

characteristics that uniquely relate to the hypermedia component of the environment. 

Consideration of those characteristics that are unique to hypermedia-based learning is 

becoming increasingly significant because, as has been detailed above, there has been a 

steady and continuing incorporation of Web and Web 2.0 technologies into online 

learning environments resulting in a continuing, widespread, and substantial increase in 

the provision and use of hypermedia in learning environments.

3.1.4 Hypermedia in online learning environments

As has been mentioned above in connection with online learning, theories of self-

direction, having their basis in adult learning theory and distance education, have been 

used to explore the characteristics of online learning, which may or may not include the 

'learner control' afforded by the non-linearity of hypermedia. In a similar way, theories 

of self-regulation, having their basis in various psychological theories, have been used 

to explore the characteristics of hypermedia-based learning. Azavedo and colleagues 

have, through many theoretical and empirical studies, explored the characteristics of 

self-regulation in hypermedia learning environments (Azevedo, 2009). In particular, the 

various cognitive learning theories and models of Pintrich (2004), Winne and Hadwin 

(1998), and Zimmerman (1989) have been used by those researchers to explore the 

cognitive, affective, behavioural, and contextual implications of hypermedia-based 

learning. Increasingly, self-regulated learning, as distinct from the concept of self-

directed learning, came to be used to formulate theories of hypermedia-based learning. 

Theories and models of self-regulation were found to place more emphasis on self-

regulation as a learner characteristic. A detailed analysis of self-directed learning and 

self-regulated learning by Loyens, Magda, and Rikers (2008) concluded that, while self-

directed learning and self-regulated learning have similarities, “a close examination of 

both concepts led to the conclusion that they cannot be used synonymously. While SRL 

[self-regulated learning] is usually considered as a learner characteristic, SDL [self-

directed learning] is both a learner characteristic and a design feature of the learning 

environment” (p. 423).
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The theories and models of self-regulated learning identified above (Pintrich, 

2004; Winne & Hadwin, 1998; Zimmerman, 1989) have formed the basis of research by

Azavedo and colleagues into the characteristics of hypermedia in learning environments

(Azevedo, 2009). An early researcher in the field of self-regulated learning, Zimmerman

(1989), provided a definition of academic self-regulation in the statement: “In general, 

students can be described as self-regulated to the degree that they are metacognitively, 

motivationally, and behaviourally active participants in their own learning process” (p. 

329) and where “Metacognitive refers to decision-making processes that regulate the 

selection and the use of various forms of knowledge” (p. 329).

Winne and Hadwin (1998) subsequently developed a four stage general typology

of studying “metacognitively powered self-regulated learning” (p. 278), where four 

distinguishable stages of studying are characterised: (1) task definition; (2) goal setting 

and planning; (3) enacting study tactics and strategies; and (4) metacognitively adapting

studying. They proposed that “each stage of studying should be considered in terms of 

two main factors. The first factor is the student's expertise in the subject matter 

domain. ... The second factor to be considered in modelling studying is the degree to 

which the student is metacognitively active” (p. 285).

Pintrich (2004), however, in a more recent review of the literature on academic 

self-regulation observed that the self-regulated learning perspective had replaced the 

information processing perspective, which was described as being too limited and “not 

reflective of current theory and research” (p. 286). In particular, Pintrich (2004), drew 

attention to the affective factors that play a role in a recently more inclusive vision of 

self-regulated learning: “the SRL perspective takes a much more inclusive perspective 

on student learning to include not only cognitive, but also motivational and affective 

factors, as well as social contextual factors” (p. 386).

Greene and Azevedo (2007) reviewed the various models of self-regulated 

learning that had been developed over decades, specifically that of Winne and Hadwin 

(1998), but including those of Pintrich (2004) and Zimmerman (1989). Greene and 

Azevedo (2007) drew attention to the positive impact of affective states on cognitive 

processes and learning outcomes: “In general, a positive affective state has been shown 

to facilitate higher order cognitive processes, such as knowledge organization and 
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modification. Likewise, negative affective states seem to be negatively correlated with 

academic performance” (p. 353). In general, the literature identified active participation 

in cognitive, including metacognitive, and affective, including motivational, processes 

in determining characteristics of self-regulated learning.

The theoretical and empirical studies by Azavedo and colleagues have explored 

the characteristics of self-regulated learning in hypermedia-based learning (Azevedo, 

2009) using the theories and models of self-regulated learning identified above 

(Pintrich, 2004; Winne & Hadwin, 1998; Zimmerman, 1989). The studies by Azavedo 

and colleagues identified numerous self-regulatory processes associated with 

hypermedia-based learning and identified the difficulties students have in regulating 

their learning. Some of the studies proposed the use of external regulating agents, such 

as human or computer-based tutoring, which may be used to improve the regulation of 

learners (Azevedo & Cromley, 2004; Azevedo, Cromley, Winters, Moos, & Greene, 

2005; Azevedo & Jacobson, 2008; Azevedo, Moos, Greene, Winters, & Cromley, 2008; 

Jacobson & Azevedo, 2008). The conclusion of an overview of many studies in this 

field (Azevedo & Jacobson, 2008) was that the use of the external regulating agents, or 

the 'scaffolding' of hypermedia-based learning, was critical for sustaining and fostering 

learning with these systems.

Hypermedia in learning environments has developed through a number of 

stages, most notably following proliferation over computer-based communication 

networks, accessible though a computer that is 'online' or connected to an organisational

intranet or the Internet. Online learning enabled learning to be undertaken under more 

flexible conditions than traditional classroom-based learning, at a pace and at a time and

place anticipated to be more beneficial to the provider or to the learner. As a resource, 

therefore, hypermedia can be seen as providing potentially richer learning experiences 

than those found in the paper-based materials that were previously available. As a 

communication medium, it can be seen as providing extended opportunities for 

communication between individuals and groups, and to include people at greater 

distances.

However, while the provision of hypermedia-based online learning in general 

may have suited the needs or preferences of the provider or the learner, it brought with it
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many of the pedagogical implications of autonomous, or self-directed learning in view 

of the 'transactional distance' (Moore, 1980) between learner and teacher. In addition, 

the 'interactivity' (Scheiter & Gerjets, 2007) inherent in hypermedia brought existing 

theories of cognitive psychology to bear on a more comprehensive understanding of 

hypermedia-based learning. Hypermedia, with the characteristic of 'interactivity' 

enabling 'learner control' has been seen as a valuable tool of advocates of various 

constructivist approaches to learning (Ally, 2008; Koohang, Riley, Smith, & Schreurs, 

2009). However, this same characteristic has been shown to have adverse implications 

for some learners in terms of disorientation, distraction, and cognitive overload 

(Scheiter & Gerjets, 2007, p. 289), related to the self-regulatory skills of learners 

(Azevedo, 2005).

With the development and proliferation of hypermedia in learning paralleling the

ever-growing and extensive adoption of hypermedia into a diverse range of human 

activities, the provision of quality learning opportunities brings with it an obligation to 

explore the scaffolding needs of learners as they operate within online learning 

environments.

3.1.5 Scaffolding in online learning environments

The initial concept of scaffolding can be found in the socio-cultural theory of Vygotsky 

(1935/1978) who introduced the concept and term 'zone of proximal development' with 

reference to childhood learning and development. Vygotsky used the terms 'actual 

developmental level' and 'level of potential development' to describe the lower and 

upper levels of a 'zone of proximal development' within which learning occurs. The 

'actual developmental level' refers to the actual, or independent, level of ability of a 

child to solve problems and the 'level of potential development' refers to the level at 

which problems can be solved with assistance. Vygotskz defined the term 'zone of 

proximal development' as: “the distance between the actual developmental level as 

determined by independent problem solving and the level of potential development as 

determined through problem solving under adult guidance or in collaboration with more

capable peers” (Vygotsky, 1935/1978, p. 86). The concept of a 'zone of proximal 

development' has been taken up by constructivist learning theorists who maintain that 

learning is an active process where meaning is 'constructed' by a learner under 

appropriate guidance: “Teachers, of course, can guide them by providing appropriate 
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materials, but the essential thing is that in order for a child to understand something he 

must construct it himself, he must reinvent it” (Piaget, 1972, p. 27).

In the same way that scaffolding, in a structural engineering context, represents 

the temporary framework that supports workers and materials during the construction of

a building, scaffolding, in the context of constructivist learning, represents the guidance 

and support provided to learners by adults or more capable peers (Vygotsky, 

1935/1978). Although Vygotsky never used the term 'scaffolding' (Stone, 1998), the 

term is now well established as a thematic metaphor for the support provided to learners

of all ages, both children and adults, in the context of social constructivist theory (Stone,

1998). The use of the term 'scaffolding' in this context is attributed to Bruner (Renninger

& Granott, 2005) who initially used the term in association with the assistance provided 

by a mother in a mother-child relationship. The term 'scaffolding' was used in terms of 

the development of a reciprocal mode of communication (Bruner, 1975): “The exchange

mode is gradually transformed into what we may call a reciprocal mode. Interactions are

now organized around a task that possesses exteriority, constraint, and division of 

labour. The two participants enter upon a task with reciprocal, though non-identical, 

roles. ... Elsewhere (Wood, Ross, and Bruner, in press) we have referred to this as 

'scaffolding' activity by the mother on the child's behalf” (p. 277).

Subsequently, Bruner and colleagues were responsible for the development of a 

theory of scaffolding (Wood, Bruner, & Ross, 1976) where, for a child or novice 

problem solver, the presence of another more experienced person, or other more 

experienced persons, may contribute a social dimension to the cognitive process: 

“Discussions of problem solving or skill acquisition are usually premised on the 

assumption that the learner is alone and unassisted. ... But the intervention of a tutor 

may involve much more than this. More often than not, it involves a kind of 

'scaffolding' process that enables a child or novice to solve a problem, carry out a task or

achieve a goal which would be beyond his unassisted efforts” (p. 90). Over the 

following 30 to 40 years, this concept of scaffolding evolved beyond such 

considerations as 'the intervention of a tutor' in the classroom-based learning scenario 

referred to above. The concept of scaffolding was extended to encompass both human 

and machine interaction (Azevedo et al., 2005; Azevedo & Jacobson, 2008; Jacobson & 

Azevedo, 2008; Lajoie, 2005) providing both cognitive and affective scaffolding 
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(Boyer, Phillips, Wallis, Vouk, & Lester, 2008; Porayska-Pomsta & Pain, 2004) to assist 

human development for people of all ages, from children to adults (Renninger & 

Granott, 2005; Van de Pol, Volman & Beishuizen, 2010; Yelland & Masters, 2007).

The concept of scaffolding has also, since its inception in the theories of 

Vygotsky, been seen as a process which would ideally be sufficiently present within the 

zone of proximal development as to support the 'learning' aspirations of the learner and 

the tutor, yet sufficiently unobtrusive as to not compromise the 'developmental' 

aspirations of the learning program towards the 'independent', 'unassisted' completion of

tasks: “To summarize, the most essential feature of our hypothesis is the notion that 

developmental processes do not coincide with learning processes. Rather, the 

developmental process lags behind the learning process: this sequence then results in 

zones of proximal development” (Vygotsky, 1935/1978, p. 90). A consideration of these 

two processes, learning and developmental, involves the presence of a tutor who is able 

to work as a collaborator with the learner. This presence of a tutor enables the learner to 

construct knowledge through the learning process in an effective way, while 

simultaneously giving consideration to the more global developmental role of the 

learning process. Wood et al. (1976), in describing these dual considerations in the 

context of scaffolding learning, remarked that: “The effective tutor must have at least 

two theoretical models to which he must attend. One is a theory of the task or problem 

and how it may be completed. The other is a theory of the performance characteristics 

of his tutee” (p. 97). They concluded that: “The actual pattern of effective instruction, 

then, will be both 'task' and 'tutee' dependent, the requirements of the tutorial being 

'generated' by the interaction of the tutor's two theories” (p. 97).

The evolution of the concept of scaffolding has seen these considerations 

develop to the extent that a key consideration within the concept has come to be the 

temporary and dynamic nature of the exchange (Renninger & Granott, 2005). While in 

some research and application the use of the term scaffolding is reported to be used in a 

way that equates it simply with support (Pea, 2004), many researchers are keen to 

maintain the theoretical origins of the term in social constructivist theory (Azevedo & 

Jacobson, 2008; Puntambekar & Hubscher, 2005; Renninger & Granott, 2005). This 

maintenance of the theoretical origins of the term scaffolding implies a reciprocity and 

responsiveness on behalf of the participants (Renninger & Granott, 2005), where the 
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temporary and dynamic nature of interaction is acknowledged: “The content and the 

structure of the interactions between the person doing the scaffolding and the person 

being scaffolded change over time in relation to the strengths and needs of the person 

who is being scaffolded” (p. 111). Also, in terms of the evolution of the concept of 

scaffolding, while cognitive concerns are often at the forefront, scaffolding has been 

shown to have both cognitive and affective dimensions (Boyer et al., 2008; Porayska-

Pomsta & Pain, 2004).

Yelland and Masters (2007), in a review of the literature regarding the evolution 

of the concept of scaffolding over the decades, drew attention to three characteristics of 

successful scaffolding practice for novice learners. Firstly, they advised that the 

interaction must be collaborative, with the intentions of the learner being the aim of the 

process. Secondly, they advised that the scaffolding should be applied dynamically 

within the zone of proximal development of the learner. This implies that, rather than 

simply ensuring that the task is completed, the 'scaffolder' should access the learner's 

level of comprehension and then work at a level beyond that level, drawing the learning 

into new areas of exploration. Thirdly, they advised that the scaffold should be gradually

withdrawn as the learner becomes more competent. This reinforced the metaphor of a 

scaffold as used in the construction of buildings, where the means of support in this 

context is both adjustable and temporary. In the educational context, the final goal is for 

the learner to become independent, having internalized the knowledge required in order 

to complete the task (Yelland & Masters, 2007).

Van de Pol et al. (2010), in another review of the literature regarding the 

evolution of the concept of scaffolding, drew attention to an increased use of the term 

'scaffolding', and an expanded use of the term to embrace not only parent-child 

interactions but also teacher-student interactions. They observed that, more recently: 

“some authors have argued that the concept of scaffolding has been applied too broadly 

in educational and psychological research” (p. 272). On this point, they concur with 

previous research by Stone (1998) that, in many studies, the metaphor has been 

removed from its original theoretical context, which is in conflict with the theoretical 

background for the metaphor. For example, in some circumstances, the term 

'scaffolding' has simply become synonymous with 'support', without reference to the 

more global 'developmental' role of the learning process and other factors that 
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acknowledge the roots of the term in social constructivist theory. With this in view, Van 

de Pol et al. (2010) drew attention to three common characteristics in the definition of 

successful authentic scaffolding practice identified in the literature. The first common 

characteristic was 'contingency': “often referred to as responsiveness, tailored, adjusted, 

differentiated, titrated, or calibrated support” (p. 274) which must be adapted to the 

current level of performance of the learner and should either be at the same or a slightly 

higher level. The second common characteristic was 'fading', or the gradual withdrawal 

of the scaffolding, in accordance with the level of development and competence of the 

learner. The third common characteristic was 'the transfer of responsibility' where, via 

contingent fading, responsibility for the performance of a task is gradually transferred to

the learner. The responsibility for learning was regarded as being transferred when a 

learner takes increasing control. Van de Pol et al. (2010) argued that an interaction “can 

only be considered scaffolding when the interaction is also characterized by the three 

key characteristics of scaffolding” (p. 275), and that “although no consensus exists with 

regard to the definition of scaffolding, contingency, fading, and transfer of responsibility

are distinguished in this review as the key characteristics of scaffolding” (p. 285).

The concept of scaffolding described above and the expanded use of the term to 

embrace not only parent-child interactions but also teacher-student interactions, has 

given rise to its use in describing interactions in a variety of learning situations, 

including learning with hypermedia. This is particularly relevant in view of research 

observing that learning with hypermedia is challenging for learners of all ages, and 

concluding that the use of scaffolding of hypermedia-based learning, is critical for 

sustaining and fostering learning within these systems (Azevedo & Jacobson, 2008). 

The continuing, widespread, and substantial increase in the use of hypermedia-based 

online learning on intranets and the Internet has created increased societal exposure to 

learning environments that pass control to the learner. This increased exposure can be 

seen as fulfilling the aspirations of early advocates of hypermedia-based learning 

(Nelson, 1974/1987) and advocates of constructivist approaches to learning (Ally, 2008;

Koohang et al., 2009). 

3.2 The Research Focus

Chapter Two and the preceding sections of Chapter Three have outlined a number of 

47



topical and significant issues related to the participation and engagement of older 

workers in online learning, in a response to the imperative shared by many 

industrialised nations, including Australia, to increase the workforce participation of 

older workers. This section provides a rationale for the empirical investigation into the 

experiences of older workers in online learning, with particular reference to the 

identification of issues they may face and the provision of appropriate support. It draws 

together issues related to the learning needs and preferences of older workers and issues 

related to the provision of, and reliance on, online learning environments for older 

workers. Research questions were formulated to guide the empirical component of the 

study, based on an identified gap in the literature, through which the experience of 

online learning, the theoretical relevance of self-regulation, and associated cognitive and

affective scaffolding were explored from the perspective of older workers themselves.

3.2.1 The learning needs and preferences of older workers

The provision of learning opportunities to increase the knowledge and skills of older 

workers is one of the means by which the workforce participation of these workers may 

be increased. Such increased workforce participation is a significant fiscal and social 

imperative shared by many industrialised nations, including Australia. The provision of 

these learning opportunities is oriented towards: (1) retaining older workers in 

employment, (2) enabling the transition of older workers from other areas to 

knowledge-based or technology-based industries, and (3) enhancing the ability of 

unemployed older workers to be accepted into employment. The provision of such 

learning opportunities carries a charge to consider and respond to the learning needs and

preferences of those potential learners. This is particularly relevant in the light of 

research within Australia showing that some older workers are disadvantaged in the 

labour market, through factors such as unemployment and low prior education (Gelade 

et al., 2003; AIG, 2007). That research claims to support prior observations that the 

specific learning needs of older workers are not being addressed, that this exacerbates a 

disadvantageous situation in many workplaces, and that there is a need for targeted 

support and training options for this group. There are also consistent findings that 

current patterns of investment and participation in both formal and work-based learning 

entrench rather than alleviate differences in skills levels (AIG, 2007), with conclusions 

that: “those with the highest levels of skills receive more skills training than those with 
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low skills levels” (p. 18) and the observation that: “indiscriminate investment in adult 

skills development may serve to entrench rather than reduce disadvantage” (p. 19).

Despite calls for research, studies within Australia (Lundberg & Marshallsay, 

2007) and Europe (Tikkanen, 2009) have observed that there is little research into the 

learning needs and preferences of older workers from the perspectives of older workers 

themselves. The Australian report by Lundberg and Marshallsay (2007) observed that, 

with reference to older workers, “the perspectives of the group themselves have been 

largely missing from previous research” (p. 8). Similarly, a European study by Tikkanen

(2009) concluded that there was little research into the perspectives of older workers 

themselves: “With some exceptions, existing studies can tell us little about older 

workers' perspective on work and learning” (p. 227).

A number of salient points can be derived from the considerations in Chapter 

Two and this chapter regarding the need for research into the learning needs and 

preferences of older workers.

1. Such research is particularly relevant in the light of research within Australia 

showing that the specific learning needs of older workers are not being 

addressed and that, as a result, some older workers are disadvantaged in the 

labour market through factors such as unemployment and low prior education 

(Gelade et al., 2003; AIG, 2007).

2. Despite calls for research, studies within Australia (Lundberg & Marshallsay, 

2007) and Europe (Tikkanen, 2009) have observed that there is little research 

into the learning needs and preferences of older workers from the perspectives of

older workers themselves.

3. There is evidence that a large proportion of older adults, both within Australia 

and other OECD countries, have difficulty with reading, writing, and numeracy 

(ABS, 2014b), which may be more specifically related to the work settings 

experienced by older workers in their working life than simply their age (Hessel,

2008).

4. The limited research that has been conducted within Australia seeking the 

perspectives of older workers themselves concluded that older workers see 

effective training methods as being coaching, mentoring, and tutoring (Lundberg

& Marshallsay, 2007; Taylor & Rose, 2005), which are more readily provided in 
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work-based or classroom-based environments than in online learning 

environments.

3.2.2 Older workers in online learning

Previous sections have identified the need for an investigation into the learning needs 

and preferences of older workers and have concluded that older workers as learners may

have difficulty in learning new skills as a result of their level of literacy and that many 

older workers will be novices to online learning, including many older workers who 

may face challenges in learning with hypermedia. The characteristic of 'learner control' 

has been shown to have adverse implications for some learners in their learning with 

hypermedia (Scheiter & Gerjets, 2007), which has been identified with the difficulties 

some students have in regulating their learning (Azevedo, 2009). Such requirements for 

self-regulation have been shown to be mitigated by scaffolding, involving external 

regulating agents such as human or computer-based tutoring, to improve the regulation 

of learners (Azevedo & Cromley, 2004; Azevedo et al., 2005; Azevedo & Jacobson, 

2008; Azevedo et al., 2008; Jacobson & Azevedo, 2008). Such scaffolding has been 

shown to have both cognitive and affective dimensions (Boyer et al., 2008; Porayska-

Pomsta & Pain, 2004).

A number of points can be derived from the considerations in this chapter 

regarding the need for research into the issues facing older workers in online learning.

1. The use and reliance on online learning environments for the provision of 

vocational learning programs continues to increase substantially both within 

Australia (DEEWR, 2010) and in other industrialised countries (OECD, 2010b) 

with both potential advantages and disadvantages for older workers (Bowman & 

Kearns, 2007).

2. Older workers, 45 years of age and older, are unlikely to have had contact with 

computers and the Web during the formative years of their education (Taylor & 

Rose, 2005) and, as such, may experience online learning as novices.

3. While there is a large field of Australian literature on the topic of older learners 

and on the topic of e-learning (Bowman & Kearns, 2007), intersecting literature 

on the topic of older learners in e-learning, including online learning, is scarce 

(Bowman & Kearns, 2007; Palmieri, 2007).

4. The use of hypermedia in online learning environments is credited with 
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providing learners with access to information in a non-linear manner, allowing 

for a high degree of user control (Greene, Bolick, & Robertson, 2010). However,

contemporary cognitive and educational research has shown that the potential of 

hypermedia as a learning tool may be undermined by the inability of learners to 

regulate several aspects of their learning (Azevedo et al., 2008).

Within the more general need for an investigation into the learning needs and 

preferences of older workers, a more specific need for an investigation into the issues 

facing these older workers in online learning has thus been identified. Such an 

investigation was seen as needing to be conducted in consideration of the inherent self-

regulatory requirements of learning with hypermedia and in consideration of cognitive 

and affective scaffolding as a mitigating influence on these self-regulatory requirements.

In response to this need, and in consideration of the parameters of the empirical 

component of this study, a research question was formulated, as presented below.

3.2.3 The research question

The considerations raised above draw together factors related to the learning needs and 

preferences of older workers and factors related to the provision of online learning 

environments for older workers. At the juncture of these two sets of factors is an 

identified gap in the literature related to the learning needs and preferences of older 

workers and, more specifically, the issues facing older workers in online learning. These

considerations provided the rationale for the proposed empirical investigation into the 

issues facing older workers in online learning. Such an investigation needed to be 

conducted in consideration of the self-regulatory requirements of learning with 

hypermedia and in consideration of cognitive and affective scaffolding as a mitigating 

influence on these self-regulatory requirements.

Previous studies both within Australia (Lundberg & Marshallsay, 2007) and 

Europe (Tikkanen, 2009) observed that the perspectives of older workers themselves, in 

investigating the learning needs and preferences of older workers, had been largely 

missing from the research. Those studies also advocated the need to explore the 

experiences of these older workers as a precursor to more fully determining the learning

needs and preferences of this group: “Training institutions should increase the 

ecological validity of their learning provision for older workers. To this end they should 
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seek to take the experiential world of older learners as a starting point for their learning 

dialogue” (Tikkanen, 2009, p. 228). Tikkanen thus implied that, by exploring the 

experiences of older workers themselves, findings relevant to determining the needs and

preferences of older workers may be better represented. The 'actual experiences' of older

workers as represented by their 'own responses' could be said to provide increased 

'ecological validity'. The term 'ecological validity' is a term borrowed from cognitive 

psychology where it had been coined by Brunswick (1956) to describe the degree to 

which the observations of behaviours in a study may relate to behaviours in everyday 

life. As such, an investigation into the experiences of older workers from their own 

perspective may more validly contribute to an understanding of their 'needs and 

preferences'.

The research question was formulated for the empirical component of this study 

through which the issues facing older workers in online learning were explored from the

perspective of older workers themselves. The research thus sought to explore the 'issues 

facing', a group, 'older workers', of a phenomenon, 'online learning'. In consideration of 

the above, the research question was formulated to identify the issues facing older 

workers, with an emphasis on how they are scaffolded in their online learning. The 

research question thus emerged as: 'What are the issues facing older workers in online 

learning?' From that question flowed the three secondary questions: (1) 'What is the 

relevance of self-regulation theory to an explanation of the issues facing older workers 

in online learning?', (2) 'What are the cognitive considerations in providing scaffolding 

to older workers in online learning?', and (3) 'What are the affective considerations in 

providing scaffolding to older workers in online learning?'
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Chapter Four

Methodology

The previous chapter has reviewed the relevant literature related to the learning needs of

older workers and presented a rationale for a research study to explore the experiences 

of older workers in online learning. The research question that emerged was: 'What are 

the issues facing older workers in online learning?' This chapter describes the 

methodology used in the study, including the approach to inquiry, the research design, 

the methods by which data were collected and analysed, and the use of a pilot study to 

refine these methods. Section 4.1 provides a description of the chosen approach to 

inquiry, which was notably interpretive and phenomenological. Section 4.2 describes 

the research design, how the chosen approach was applied to the resources of the 

researcher, and how ethical considerations and issues related to quality and validity 

were addressed. Section 4.3 describes how data were gathered using a semi-structured 

interview process. Section 4.4 describes how the data were analysed following the 

conventions of the chosen approach. Finally, section 4.5 describes a pilot study used as 

a way of refining the data gathering and analysis processes prior to conducting the main 

study.

4.1 The Approach to Inquiry

This section of the methodology describes the choice of an approach to the inquiry, 

undertaken in consideration of both the theoretical orientation and the research question.

As such, this section develops a rationale for the use of an interpretive 

phenomenological approach to inquiry as being most suitable for exploring the 

experiences of older workers in their online learning.

4.1.1 The theoretical orientation

The focus of this study was on the experience of older workers in online learning, with a

view to providing findings that may serve to sensitise readers to potential experiences 

and issues in the online learning context and to provide some pointers to the learning 

needs and preferences of older workers under similar conditions. The primary research 

question that had been formulated was: 'What are the issues facing older workers in 

online learning?' It had been formulated in response to the review of the literature and it 
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called for an investigation into the experiences of older workers, involving the 

description and interpretation of those experiences. The research question called for an 

exploration of the experiences of individuals during the processes of their learning. It 

called for a 'qualitative' orientation or approach to inquiry where a problem or issue 

needs to be 'explored' (Creswell, 2007; Merriam, 2009). Merriam (2009) referred to 

education as one of the fields of practice where there is an essential connection with 

qualitative inquiry. She indicated that qualitative inquiry could be used to both improve 

practice and make a contribution to the applied social sciences in general: “I believe that

research focussed on discovery, insight, and understanding from the perspectives of 

those being studied offers the greatest promise of making a difference in people's lives” 

(p. 1). She proceeded to describe qualitative research as: “understanding how people 

interpret their experiences, how they construct their worlds, and what meaning they 

attribute to their experiences” (p. 5). Such qualitative research she described as being 

different to 'quantitative' research, which is principally concerned with the facts and 

characteristics of a phenomenon, where the focus is on 'how much' or 'how many', and 

the results are presented quantitatively or in a numeric form. The philosophical 

positions taken, or assumptions made, by various qualitative researchers over time are 

numerous and varied. Among these philosophical positions, Merriam (2009) identified 

'interpretive' research as a form of research based on the philosophical position that 

knowledge is socially constructed and not based on a single, observable reality: “Rather,

there are multiple realities, or interpretations, of a single event. Researchers do not 'find'

knowledge, they construct it” (pp. 8-9).

This research study can thus be broadly classified as 'interpretive qualitative 

research,' where such research “emphasizes the role of the researcher as an interpreter of

the data and an individual who represents information” (Creswell, 2007, p. 248). This 

categorisation of the research brought with it a number of philosophical assumptions, 

most notably, the nature of reality – ontology – and the way in which knowledge is 

acquired – an aspect of epistemology. The ontological assumption relates to the nature 

of reality and its characteristics. Researchers conducting qualitative research are said to 

embrace multiple realities. As different researchers embrace different realities, so do the

individuals being studied and the readers of these qualitative studies. In addition, “when

studying individuals, qualitative researchers conduct a study with the intent of reporting 
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these multiple realities” (Creswell, 2007, p. 18). The epistemological assumption, when 

conducting a qualitative study, implies that researchers: “try to get as close as possible 

to the participants being studied” (Creswell, 2007, p. 18).

The choice of qualitative research also brought with it an inquiry 'paradigm' – 

described as a world view or a set of beliefs (Creswell, 2007). The paradigm most 

related to this study was 'social constructivism', in which individuals seek an 

understanding of the world in which they live and work and develop subjective 

meanings from their experiences: “these meanings are varied and multiple, leading the 

researcher to look for the complexity of views rather than narrow the meanings into a 

few categories or ideas. The goal of research, then, is to rely as much as possible on the 

participants' views of the situation” (Creswell, 2007, p. 20). The views of individuals 

are often formed socially and through historical and cultural norms, rather than being 

simply imprinted on individuals, and hence the term 'social constructivism'. Research 

conducted from this perspective is said to generate, or inductively develop, patterns of 

meaning, articulated in constructs, models, or theories.

4.1.2 Interpretive qualitative research

Qualitative research has been described as being a complex subject but with a common 

emphasis on how people interpret and assign meaning to their experiences (Merriam, 

2009). In a synthesis of the literature of many writers on the subject of qualitative 

research, Merriam (2009) observed that, while different writers have emphasised 

different characteristics in describing qualitative research, the following four have been 

identified by most writers as key to understanding the nature of qualitative research: (1) 

a focus on process, understanding, and meaning; (2) an acknowledgement of the 

researcher as the primary instrument of data collection and analysis; (3) a recognition of

the process as being inductive; and (4) the production of findings that are richly 

descriptive. These four characteristics as observed by Merriam (2009) are explicated in 

the following account.

In focussing on meaning and understanding, qualitative researchers are 

interested in how people interpret their experiences and the meaning that they attribute 

to their experiences. A key concern here is understanding the phenomenon of interest 

from the perspective of the participants, not from the perspective of the researcher. A 
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second characteristic of all forms of qualitative research is that the researcher is the 

primary instrument for data collection and analysis. The human instrument, with the 

capacity for responsiveness and adaptation is seen as an ideal means of collecting and 

analysing data where understanding is the goal of the research. However, the human 

instrument has biases and shortcomings that may impact on the study and that need to 

be identified and monitored with regard to the collection and interpretation of data. A 

third characteristic is that the process is inductive. Qualitative researchers often 

undertake research because there is a lack of theory, or an existing theory fails to 

adequately explain a phenomenon. Researchers build towards theory from the data by 

combining and ordering those data into themes, categories, concepts, and tentative 

hypotheses. While any investigation may be informed to some extent by theory, that 

theory is not tested deductively as it may be in an experiment, but is informed by the 

findings of the research. The fourth characteristic of qualitative research is that the 

product of the inquiry is richly descriptive. Descriptions of the participants involved, the

context of the study, and interactions with the phenomenon of concern are used in 

presenting the findings of the study. This particular study, in seeking to understand the 

experience of older workers in online learning, acknowledges these various 

characteristics of qualitative research in the choice of a particular approach to inquiry.

Qualitative research can be seen as an umbrella term for a variety of forms of 

research often classified as 'traditions' or 'approaches' (Creswell, 2007; Merriam, 2009). 

Creswell (2007), in describing five often-used approaches to qualitative research, 

advocated identification with one of these approaches as a valuable strategy for research

design: “Use of a recognised approach to research enhances the rigor and sophistication 

of the research design. This means that the researcher identifies and defines the 

approach, cites studies that employ it, and follows the procedures outlined in the 

approach” (p. 45). The five approaches to qualitative inquiry identified by Creswell 

(2007) are as follows: (1) narrative research, (2) phenomenology, (3) grounded theory, 

(4) ethnography, and (5) case study. Each of these five approaches to qualitative inquiry,

identified by Creswell, is described below.

1. Narrative research is described as originating from literature, history, 

anthropology, sociology, sociolinguistics, and education. It focusses on studying 

a small number of individuals, gathering data through the collection of their 
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stories, and reporting individual experiences and their meaning. In determining 

the suitability of this approach to a research question, narrative research is 

described as best for capturing the detailed stories or life experiences of a single 

individual or a small number of individuals.

2. Phenomenology is described as originating in the writing of the German 

mathematician Husserl and has become popular in the sociology, psychology, 

nursing and the health sciences, and education. It describes and interprets the 

meaning for a number of individuals of their lived experiences of a concept or a 

phenomenon. Phenomenological research is best where it is important to 

understand experiences that are common or shared across a number of 

individuals.

3. Grounded theory is described as being developed in sociology by Glaser and 

Strauss and is used largely in sociology. It generates an explanation, or theory, 

which is 'grounded' in the data from a large number of participants who have 

experienced a process. Grounded theory is best when an adequate theory is not 

available to explain a process.

4. Ethnography is described as having a beginning in the comparative cultural 

anthropology conducted by early 20th century anthropologists. It is concerned 

with examining the shared patterns of behaviour, beliefs, and language for entire 

cultural groups. Ethnography is appropriate when there is a need to describe how

a cultural group works and to explore their characteristics.

5. Case study research is described as having origins in anthropology and 

sociology. It involves the study of an issue explored through one or more cases 

within a bounded system, that is, a setting or context. A case study is useful 

when an in-depth understanding of cases, or a comparison of several cases, is 

required.

Creswell (2007) has observed that, over the last decade or so, these various 

approaches have changed to reflect, for many researchers, a more 'interpretive' 

approach: “the interpretive qualitative research [italics in original] approach, focussing 

on the self-reflective nature of how qualitative research is conducted, read, and 

advanced, has become much more dominant in the qualitative discourse, and has, in 

many ways, been integrated into the core of qualitative inquiry” (p. 3). Such an 
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interpretive approach was considered most relevant to this study in that the 'issues 

facing older workers in online learning' would be most usefully identified and presented

through a process of interpretation.

Several of the five approaches outlined above could have been selected for this 

study. However, a phenomenological approach was considered most suitable as a way 

of directly addressing the research question. Obtaining qualitative data from a number 

of individuals who have experienced the phenomenon, with a view to understanding and

articulating their common or shared experiences, appeared to be the most appropriate 

form of research: “The type of problem best suited for this [phenomenological] form of 

research is one in which it is important to understand several individuals' common or 

shared experiences of a phenomenon ... in order to develop practices or policies, or to 

develop a deeper understanding about the features of the phenomenon” (Creswell, 2007,

p. 60).

4.1.3 A phenomenological approach

Phenomenology has been described as both a philosophical approach and as a research 

methodology. As a philosophy, phenomenology arose in Germany before World War 1 

and has since occupied a prominent position in modern philosophy (Dowling, 2007). 

The origins of phenomenology can be traced to the philosophers Kant and Hegel, 

however Husserl (1859-1938), a German philosopher, can be regarded as the principal 

exponent of phenomenology in the twentieth century (Groenewald, 2004). In a review 

of various phenomenological research approaches from an historical perspective, 

(Dowling, 2007) observed that, for Husserl, the aim of phenomenology was the rigorous

and unbiased study of things as they appear in order to arrive at an essential 

understanding of human consciousness and experience. For this, Husserl devised the 

concept of 'phenomenological reduction' in order to hold subjective perspectives and 

theoretical constructs in abeyance and to thereby allow the essence of the phenomena to 

emerge. The use of the term 'reduction' here means that the person 'reduces' experience 

of the world to a world of pure phenomena. A student of Husserl, Heidegger (1889-

1976), another German philosopher, was responsible for the development of 

'hermeneutic phenomenology' based on the work of Husserl but differing in the views of

how the lived experience is explored. Heidegger advocated the utilisation of 

'hermeneutics', or interpretations, as a research method founded on the ontological view 
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that lived experience is an interpretive process. Although none of the phenomenological 

philosophers developed research methods, their works are often used to fortify 

contemporary qualitative research (Dowling, 2007).

More recently, a Canadian educator and widely-cited research theorist, van 

Manen, writing on a human science approach to phenomenology has moved towards the

use of phenomenology as a methodology (Creswell, 2007). In doing so, van Manen 

(1984, 1990, 2002) advocated the use of a combination of descriptive and interpretive 

phenomenology. The writings of van Manen have subsequently achieved contemporary 

popularity, particularly in the United States and Canada, in informing research methods 

in the fields of nursing, medical practice, and education (Dowling, 2007). Since the mid 

1990s, Smith and colleagues (Reid et al., 2005; Smith & Osborn, 2008; Smith et al., 

2009), in the United Kingdom, have developed 'interpretive phenomenological analysis' 

(IPA) as an approach to qualitative inquiry. While it originated in psychology, this 

approach is now being increasingly used in other disciplines (Smith, et al., 2009) and, as

such, is giving increased exposure to the interpretive, hermeneutic, approach: “Smith's 

Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA), … has gained considerable purchase in

the qualitative psychology field in the United Kingdom. … Smith … identifies more 

strongly with hermeneutic traditions which recognize the central role played by the 

researcher” (Finlay, 2009, p. 8).

4.1.4 Support for the use of a phenomenological approach

Reference to prior uses of a chosen methodology in the same or similar fields of 

research has been advocated in order to establish the credibility of the decision to 

choose a specific methodology (Creswell, 2007; Merriam, 2009). Creswell (2007), in 

describing the characteristics of a 'good' qualitative study, advocated the use of a 

recognised approach to research and the identification of previous studies that have 

employed it. A search of academic databases was conducted to locate phenomenological

studies related to the research topic of this study, to establish precedents in the 

methodological approach and to inform the study more generally. Phenomenological 

research studies into the experience of older workers in online learning were not 

located. However, four doctoral-level phenomenological studies were identified in 

similar fields of research or in aspects of this proposed study. These four previous 

studies are described below.
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Evans (2007) in a Doctor of Education study used a phenomenological approach

to explore the concept of self-regulation in a dissertation titled: “A phenomenological 

study: The benefit of self-regulation regarding student achievement, social adjustment, 

and empowerment.” The research design followed an approach advocated by Moustakas

(1994) who developed a step-by-step set of procedures for conducting 

phenomenological research: “Moustakas' modified van Kaam technique (1994) was 

used. Semi-structured interviews were conducted that documented the lived experiences

and perceptions of a purposive sample of 20 high school seniors” (Evans (2007, p. 60). 

The findings described themes and patterns in the data, and claimed to determine which 

methods of self-regulation predominated and led to the academic and social success of 

the participants.

Friesen (2003) in a PhD study used a phenomenological approach to explore the 

relationship between students and computers in a dissertation titled: “The pedagogical 

significance of the computer-student relation.” The research design followed the 

hermeneutic phenomenological approach advocated by van Manen (1990) in the 

development of a 'human science' research methodology: “best characterized as an 

'eclectic phenomenology of practice' (van Manen, 2001). By using this methodology, I 

hope to highlight significant differences that are introduced by the use of these 

technologies, and that are easily ignored by quantitative measures of learning outcomes 

or efficiency” (Friesen, 2003, p. 25). The findings included a thesis statement and 

assertions for further research and practice in the area of educational technologies.

Russell (2005) in a PhD study used a phenomenological approach to investigate 

the experience of older adults learning to use computers in a dissertation titled: “The 

lived experience of laterlife computer learners.” The research design followed a 

hermeneutic phenomenological approach: “I have chosen a hermeneutic 

phenomenological methodology because of its compatibility with the overriding intent 

of the study.... I will also look to existentialism as a way of understanding the deep 

layers of the experience from the perspective of older adult computer learners” (Russell,

2005, p. 75). Semi-structured interviews were used to gather the data. The findings 

included a review of the thesis with descriptions and interpretations of the experiences 

of older adults in learning to use computers.
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Shacklock (2005) in a PhD study used a phenomenological approach to explore 

the significance of work to older workers in a dissertation titled: “Shall I stay?: The 

meaning of working to older workers in an organisational setting.” The research design 

followed a transcendental phenomenological approach: “The choice of phenomenology 

was based on the desire and search for understanding of the meaning [italics in original]

of working. … This latter [transcendental] type of phenomenological approach is 

appropriate and was therefore selected for the studies within this thesis” (Shacklock, 

2005, p. 111-112). Semi-structured interviews were used to gather the data. The findings

included perspectives of older workers on work, implications for public policy, and 

suggestions for further research.

These four doctoral-level phenomenological studies in adjacent fields of study 

lent credibility to the choice of a phenomenological approach to explore the issues 

facing older workers in online learning. A rationale for the use of IPA, as the interpretive

phenomenological approach chosen to guide the detailed methodology of this study, is 

presented below.

4.1.5 Interpretive phenomenological analysis

The 'interpretive phenomenological analysis' (IPA) approach of Smith and colleagues 

(Reid et al., 2005; Smith & Osborn, 2008; Smith et al., 2009) was chosen as the 

phenomenological approach considered most suitable for this study. IPA is increasingly 

used as an approach to qualitative inquiry and the number and range of IPA studies 

conducted across a number of disciplines demonstrates its value in understanding the 

human experience of a phenomenon (Smith et al., 2009). In the present exploration of 

the issues facing older workers in online learning, IPA was able to contribute a 

perspective from the older workers themselves – one which had been described as 

largely missing from the research (Lundberg & Marshallsay, 2007; Tikkanen, 2009). 

Smith and Osborn (2008) have described IPA as a suitable approach, “when one is 

trying to find out how individuals are perceiving the particular situations they are 

facing, how they are making sense of their personal and social world” (p. 55). The 

observations of numerous researchers have indicated that the use of online learning, and

the pedagogical implications of the widespread adoption of online learning, are largely 

unknown due to a lack of research (Gibson et al, 2012). Such observations provided 

additional support to the use of IPA – an exploratory approach which is “particularly 
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suited to researching in 'unexplored territory', where a theoretical pretext may be 

lacking” (Reid et al., 2005, p. 23).

In presenting the case for an interpretive phenomenological approach to inquiry, 

IPA is said to be informed by concepts and debates from “three key areas of the 

philosophy of knowledge: phenomenology, hermeneutics, and idiography” (Smith et al.,

2009, p. 11). The first of these three key areas is phenomenology. From the perspective 

of IPA, phenomenology has been described as “a philosophical approach to the study of 

experience” (Smith et al., 2009, p. 11). From an etymological perspective, the word 

'phenomenology' has origins in the Ancient Greek language: “The term 

'phenomenology' is a compound of the Greek words phainomenon and logos. It signifies

the activity of giving an account, giving a logos, of various phenomena, of the various 

ways in which things can appear” (Sokolowski, 2000, p. 13). The first of the major 

contributors to phenomenological philosophy, Husserl, advocated stepping outside of 

our everyday experience, our 'natural attitude', in order to examine that everyday 

experience. This process involves adopting a 'phenomenological attitude', turning our 

gaze from outward, to objects in the world, to inward, towards our perception of those 

objects (Smith et al., 2009). Within this process, there is a need to put aside our 

preconceptions of phenomena in order to discover the 'essence' of the experience: 

“[Husserl] suggested that we need to consider the consequences of our taken-for-

granted ways of living in the familiar, everyday world of objects. We need to 'bracket', 

or put to one side, the taken-for-granted world in order to concentrate on our perception 

of that world” (Smith et al., 2009, p. 13).

The second of these three key areas is hermeneutics. From the perspective of 

IPA, hermeneutics has been described as “the theory of interpretation” (Smith et al., 

2009, p. 21). From an etymological perspective, the word 'hermeneutic', like 

'phenomenology', has origins in Ancient Greek: “Hermeneutics is the theory and 

practice of interpretation. The word derives from the Greek god, Hermes, whose task it 

was to communicate messages from Zeus and other gods to the ordinary mortals” (van 

Manen, 1990, p. 179). Originally developed as a philosophical approach to the 

interpretation of biblical texts, hermeneutics has come to be used as a basis for the 

interpretation of a variety of texts, including those generated as a result of 

phenomenological inquiry. Heidegger, another major contributor to phenomenological 
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philosophy, viewed phenomenology as an explicitly interpretive activity, and advocated 

a 'hermeneutic phenomenology' (Smith et al., 2009). Within IPA, participant accounts 

are regarded as interpretations, as are the interpretations of the researcher. This 

introduces the concept of 'double hermeneutics' found within IPA: “It can be said that 

the IPA researcher is engaged in a double hermeneutic because the researcher is trying 

to make sense of the participant trying to make sense of what is happening to them. This

captures the dual role of the researcher” (Smith et al., 2009, p. 3).

The third of these three key areas is idiography. From the perspective of IPA, 

idiography has been described as being “concerned with the particular” (Smith et al., 

2009, p. 29) or single cases. This is in contrast with methodological approaches 

concerned with making claims at the group or population level, or with establishing 

general laws of human behaviour. IPA can be described as an 'idiographic' approach to 

inquiry where small, purposefully-selected samples are utilised with a commitment to 

detail and depth of analysis. While maintaining this idiographic approach, however; 

“IPA adopts analytic procedures for moving from single cases to more general 

statements, but which still allow one to retrieve particular claims for any of the 

individuals involved” (Smith et al., 2009, p. 32).

IPA can thus be seen as being concerned with the detailed examination of an 

experience, such as older worker engagement with online learning, in a way which, as 

far as possible, enables the experience to be expressed phenomenologically. IPA 

connects to core ideas unifying phenomenological philosophy, identifies 

phenomenology as an interpretive 'hermeneutic' process, and acknowledges the values 

of an idiographic approach to inquiry, exploring individual perspectives before moving 

to more general claims (Smith et al., 2009). IPA was chosen to respond to the research 

question: 'What are the issues facing older workers in online learning?' Supporting 

influences in the choice of this interpretive phenomenological approach to inquiry 

include: (1) its suitability when investigating how individuals are perceiving the 

particular situations they are facing (Smith & Osborn, 2008); (2) its particular suitability

to researching in 'unexplored territory', where a theoretical pretext may be lacking (Reid

et al., 2005); (3) its topicality to qualitative inquiry as identified in the literature (Smith 

et al., 2009); (4) its recently increasing usage (Finlay, 2009; Smith et al., 2009); (5) its 

multiple theoretical underpinnings in the philosophy of knowledge (Reid et al., 2005; 
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Smith et al., 2009); and (6) its significance within the current dialogue in 

phenomenological theory (Finlay, 2009).

4.2 The Research Design

The previous section explains the choice of IPA as the interpretive phenomenological 

approach most suitable for the study. The text Interpretive phenomenological analysis 

(Smith et al., 2009), together with other theoretically-oriented literature of Smith and 

colleagues (Reid et al., 2005; Smith & Osborn, 2008), was used to guide the study. The 

three key areas of the philosophy of knowledge: phenomenology, hermeneutics, and 

idiography, that are said to inform the development of IPA (Smith et al., 2009), were 

also explored to assist in guiding the design of the study. This section of the 

methodology describes the research design as providing a more detailed account of the 

methodology, including: methods and procedures of gathering and analysing data, 

ethical considerations, and issues of quality and validity.

4.2.1 The research questions

The research question, 'What are the issues facing older workers in online learning?', 

formulated in response to the literature review, was developed with an inductive, 

qualitative intent. It was necessary to inductively explore the experiences of older 

workers in order to develop an understanding of the issues they faced in their online 

learning. The subsequent choice of IPA enabled this research question to be responded 

to in an exploratory way: “Primary research questions in IPA are directed towards 

phenomenological material: they focus upon people's understandings of their 

experiences. Such questions should be 'open' not 'closed', and they should be 

exploratory not explanatory” (Smith et al., 2009, p.47). The conceptualisation of the 

experience of online learning as consisting of discrete elements, an outcome of the 

inductive intent of this research question, has shaped the way in which the findings of 

the study have been presented across Chapters Six to Nine.

Three secondary, or theory-driven, research questions: (1) 'What is the relevance 

of self-regulation theory to an explanation of the issues facing older workers in online 

learning?', (2) 'What are the cognitive considerations in providing scaffolding to older 

workers in online learning?', and (3) 'What are the affective considerations in providing 

scaffolding to older workers in online learning?', similarly formulated in response to the 
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literature review, were developed with a more evaluative intent. Such “second-tier 

research questions may be used to explore theory-driven questions. Quite often it is 

useful to have a few more refined or theory-driven, questions, but to treat these as 

'secondary'” (Smith et al., 2009, p.48). These questions had the intent of being used to 

evaluate existing theories and models by comparing the fit between understandings 

developed by participants and constructs in the literature. However, “this does need to 

be done cautiously, and at the interpretive end of the analysis, because a second-order 

research question infers something about the meaning of the account which is quite 

external to the account itself” (Smith et al., 2009, p.48). The evaluative responses to the 

secondary research questions are presented in the relevant section of Chapter Ten.

4.2.2 The selection of participants

In accordance with the qualitative approach to inquiry in general, and IPA in particular, 

the selection of participants was based on their potential contribution to the 'purpose' of 

the study. This approach to participant selection is referred to as the 'purposive 

sampling' of participants, in which some of the more frequently-used methods of 

selection are: (1) by referral from a 'gatekeeper', (2) through personal contacts of the 

researcher, and (3) 'snowballing' or referral from participants (Smith et al., 2009). The 

selection of participants for this study involved referral from a 'gatekeeper', an academic

unit within a major Australian university. This institution had undergraduate students 

who matched the selection criteria of being older workers in online learning. The 

purposive sampling of participants for the study proceeded in collaboration with the 

institution until the required number of participants had been satisfactorily recruited. 

The selection of such undergraduate students also contributed to the relevance of a 

qualitative methodology. That is, as adults and as tertiary-level students, they were 

regarded as reflective and articulate – characteristics which were anticipated to 

contribute to the quality of data to be obtained.

The selection of participants, as for many IPA research studies, used 

homogeneous sampling: “IPA researchers usually try to find a fairly homogeneous 

sample, for whom the research question will be meaningful” (Smith et al., 2009, p. 49). 

In addition, as for some IPA studies, a division of the sample may be useful in exploring

the phenomenon from various perspectives: “Sometimes it may be necessary, or useful, 

to divide the sample, so that the phenomenon … can be understood from more than one 
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perspective” (Smith et al., 2009, p. 49). A division into equal numbers of men and 

women was considered useful to the extent that both sexes could be represented in the 

study and also, should the views of men and women differ, the views of each could be 

adequately represented by a number of participants. Aside from this division, such 

sampling can be regarded as “purposive homogeneous sampling” (Smith et al., 2009, p. 

49), where, by making the sample as uniform as possible: “One can then examine in 

detail psychological variability within the group, by analysing the pattern of 

convergence and divergence which arises” (p. 50). Homogeneity is thus another factor, 

like purposive sampling, which was considered to relate to the philosophical 

underpinnings of IPA: “The logic behind sample-specificity is related to the inductive 

logic of IPA and has consequences for the applicability of the findings. Cases and 

accounts are held to be local, and so analyses are cautious and are built cumulatively. 

They must therefore be dealt with in detail, and in context” (Smith et al., 2009, p. 50). 

The selection of a homogeneous sample for IPA studies may thus involve different 

criteria for different studies. For this study, homogeneity in the selection of participants 

involved the selection of older workers, equal numbers of men and women, from a 

'common school' at a major Australian university, and who were participating in 

'common learning activities' – courses towards an undergraduate degree program 

through the university.

A review of the IPA literature confirmed that IPA studies should be conducted on

small sample sizes and that the sample size should be determined to some extent by the 

commitment to the case study level of analysis and reporting (Reid et al., 2005; Smith &

Osborn, 2008; Smith et al., 2009). There was, therefore, an attempt to focus on detail 

rather than an attempt to generalise: “The detailed case-by-case analysis of individual 

transcripts takes a long time, and the aim of the study is to say something in detail about

the perceptions and understandings of this particular group rather than prematurely 

make more general claims” (Smith & Osborn, 2008, pp. 55). The use of such small 

sample sizes is guided by the philosophical underpinnings of IPA as an idiographic 

approach to inquiry, concerned with understanding particular phenomena in particular 

contexts: “IPA challenges the traditional linear relationship between 'number of 

participants' and value of research. It retains an idiographic focus, with 10 participants 

at the higher end of most recommendations for sample sizes” (Reid et al., 2005, p. 22). 
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The above considerations of purposive sampling, homogeneity, sample size, and the 

opportunities presented by referral from a 'gatekeeper', thus determined the sampling for

the study, which proceeded until the required number of participants had been 

satisfactorily recruited: 10 older workers, 5 men and 5 women, being 45 years of age 

and older, each participating in undergraduate degree courses through a common unit at 

a major Australian university.

In addition to the above considerations regarding participant selection, pilot 

studies in IPA are sometimes recommended as a way of refining the data gathering 

process prior to the principal study (Smith et al., 2009). The researcher had previous 

experience with an interpretive phenomenological approach to inquiry, having 

conducted one previous interpretive phenomenological study involving six participants 

(Meyers, 2009). Based on the recommendations regarding pilot studies (Smith et al., 

2009) and in consideration of the previous experience of the researcher, a small pilot 

study was conducted to precede the study itself. This pilot study involved two older 

workers, one man and one woman, selected through personal contacts of the researcher. 

The pilot study served the dual functions of further developing the interviewing skills of

the researcher in phenomenological research and enabling the interview questions to be 

refined if required. Any refinement of the interview questions was to be based on the 

observation of the researcher and feedback from participants.

4.2.3 The collection of data

It is possible to obtain data suitable for IPA analysis in a number of ways, such as 

personal accounts and diaries (Smith & Osborn, 2008). However, the collection of data 

from participants in this study was considered best achieved through first-person 

accounts of experiences. IPA is also said to require 'rich' data, where the participants 

have an opportunity to speak freely and reflectively. One-on-one semi-structured 

interviews are the preferred means for collecting such data (Smith et al., 2009). The use 

of semi-structured interviews allows the researcher to maintain the purpose of the 

interview while providing the participant with the opportunity to think and speak freely:

“This form of interviewing allows the researcher and participant to engage in a dialogue

whereby initial questions are modified in the light of the participants' responses and the 

investigator is able to probe interesting and important areas which arise” (Smith & 

Osborn, 2008, p. 57).
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Qualitative research interviews are often described as being 'a conversation with 

a purpose' (Smith et al., 2009), the purpose being informed by the research question. As 

such, the interview is a collaborative exercise, with the purpose being the identification 

and interpretation of meanings that inform the topic. One-on-one interviews aid this 

process: “they are easily managed; allow rapport to be developed; allow participants to 

think, speak and be heard; and are well suited to in-depth and personal discussion” 

(Reid et al., 2005, p. 22). This collaborative process fits within the 'social 

constructivism' paradigm, in which the views of individuals are seen as being formed 

socially, in collaboration with others. The study thus used one-on-one semi-structured 

interviews as the data collection method.

The development of a semi-structured interview schedule was held to facilitate a

comfortable interaction with participants, with questions being open and expansive and 

each participant being encouraged to talk at length (Smith et al., 2009). While the 

researcher may maintain the purpose of the interview in the research question, the 

participant is the expert in terms of the answers: “In this relationship, the respondents 

can be perceived as the experiential expert on the subject and should therefore be 

allowed maximum opportunity to tell their own story” (Smith & Osborn, 2008, p. 59). 

As such, the researcher may provide some pre-determined questions with other 

questions emerging from the dialogue. An initial question that allows the participant to 

recount a descriptive episode or experience is advocated to enable the participant to 

quickly become comfortable in the interview. More analytical questions may be 

introduced as the participant eases into the interview. Prompts such as: 'Can you tell me 

a bit more about that?' are advocated to obtain a more 'in-depth' response. Probes such 

as: 'What do you mean by (point of interest)?' are advocated as a means of following up 

a point of interest (Smith et al., 2009).

Many IPA studies involve a single interview with small sample of up to 10 

participants: “Most studies have adopted straightforward designs: recruiting small 

homogeneous groups of participants and collecting data from them once” (Smith et al., 

2009, p. 52). However, bolder studies can involve pilot studies as a way of refining the 

interview process, larger numbers of participants, and even multiple interviews. Based 

on an investigation of the IPA literature, the study came to involve: (1) a pilot study, 

involving two older worker participants, one man and one woman, selected through 
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personal contacts of the researcher; followed by (2) the study itself, involving ten older 

workers, five men and five women, each participating in undergraduate degree courses 

through a common unit at the university. A similar investigation of the IPA literature 

(Smith et al., 2009) resulted in two interviews being conducted for both the pilot study 

and the study itself in consideration of the research questions involved in this study and 

the depth of exploration required.

4.2.4 Ethical considerations

The research study involved semi-structured interviews with research participants and, 

as such, involved 'human research'. Within Australia, the 'National Statement on Ethical 

Conduct in Human Research' ('National Statement'), jointly developed by a number of 

concerned organisations, sets out national standards for the ethical design, review and 

conduct of human research (National Health and Medical Research Council [NHMRC], 

Australian Research Council [ARC], & Australian Vice-Chancellors' Committee 

[AVCC], 2007a). This National Statement described the relationship between 

researchers and research participants as “the ground on which human research is 

conducted” (NHMRC et al., 2007a, p. 11) and set out the values of “respect for human 

beings, research merit and integrity, justice, and beneficence” (p. 11) as values that help 

to shape that relationship as one of trust, mutual responsibility, and ethical equality. This

research study was conducted in a way which acknowledged and complied with these 

values of: (1) respect for human beings, (2) research merit and integrity, (3) justice, and 

(4) beneficence, as described below.

The value of 'respect for human beings' has been described as being central to 

other values in human research. It “involves recognising that each human being has 

value in himself or herself, and that this value must inform all interaction between 

people” (NHMRC et al., 2007a, p. 11). In this research study, the written 

communication between the researcher and the participants (Appendix C: Information 

Sheet; Appendix D: Consent Form; Appendix E: Interview Protocol), demonstrated the 

value of respect as described in the National Statement. In addition, the verbal 

communication between the researcher and the participants was intended to reflect this 

value of respect. This intention was supported by the experience of the researcher with 

many decades of employment that have involved cordial and respectful relationships 

with colleagues and learners alike in the delivery of adult education and training.
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Research merit as a value in human research is determined by a number of 

criteria including: that the research is justifiable in terms of potential benefits to 

participants or to the wider community; that the research design uses methods that are 

appropriate for achieving the aims of the proposal; and that the research is conducted or 

supervised by persons or teams with experience, qualifications, and competence that are

appropriate for the research (NHMRC et al., 2007a). This study had merit by virtue of 

the demonstrated need for the research in this field and by virtue of its potential 

contribution to the knowledge and understanding of the engagement of older worker in 

their online learning. The use of an interpretive phenomenological research method 

allowed for the identification of issues facing older workers in online learning. The 

identification of these issues has the potential to enhance educational practice through 

informing the approaches to be taken in providing support in online learning 

environments. The research was conducted by a researcher with many decades of 

employment experience in the delivery of adult education and training, a Master of 

Education degree, and previous research experience involving an interpretive 

phenomenological research method using semi-structured interviews (Meyers, 2009). 

The proposed research was supervised by a Professor and the Dean (Research) in the 

Arts, Education and Law academic group of Griffith University. The scholarly work of 

the supervisor is in the social philosophy of adult and lifelong education, focusing on 

the ethics of education and training theory, advocacy, and policy. The supervisor has 

supervised to graduation the doctoral studies of over 25 doctoral and 30 research 

masters and honours degree candidates (Griffith University, n.d.a).

Research that is conducted with integrity is said to be carried out by researchers 

with a commitment to searching for knowledge and understanding in a way that is 

honest and where the dissemination and communication of findings is done in ways that

permit scrutiny (NHMRC et al., 2007a). This study was committed to the identification 

of issues facing older worker in their online learning and thereby had the potential to 

enhance educational practice. In addition, the research design included filing all the data

in a way that enabled others to follow the chain of evidence leading from initial 

documentation through to the final report. It thereby permitted scrutiny of the 

communication of findings.

Justice as a value in human research is determined by criteria including that the 
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process of recruiting participants is fair, that there is no unfair burden of participation in 

the research on particular groups, and that research outcomes should be made accessible

to research participants in a way that is timely and clear (NHMRC et al., 2007a). These 

values of justice can be demonstrated in this study in that the selection of participants 

for the main study was based on acceptance of the first available potential participants 

who presented themselves as matching the sampling criteria. There was no unfair 

burden, in that the same conditions of participation applied equally to all participants. In

addition, a summary of the finding of the research was made available to all participants

on completion of the study.

Beneficence as a value in human research requires that the likely benefit of the 

research to the participants or to the wider community must justify any risks of harm or 

discomfort to participants. The research design should also be concerned with 

minimising the risks of harm or discomfort to participants and the potential benefits and

risks of the research should be made clear to participants (NHMRC et al., 2007a). This 

study had a risk of 'no more than inconvenience' to participants and had potential 

benefits to the wider community in terms of contribution to an understanding of the 

engagement of older worker in their online learning. In addition, information was 

provided to participants in association with the offer to participate as described below, 

which details the potential benefits and risks of the research.

The National Statement also identified two themes that must always be 

considered in human research: the risks and benefits of the research and the consent of 

participants. Within the field of human research, a risk is described as a potential for 

harm, discomfort, or inconvenience. As such, a determination of risk involves both the 

likelihood that a harm, discomfort, or inconvenience will occur and the potential 

severity and consequences of the harm, discomfort, or inconvenience (NHMRC et al., 

2007a). The National Statement lists physical harms, psychological harms, devaluation 

of personal worth, social harms, economic harms, and legal harms as kinds of potential 

harms which can occur in research. From an analysis of the National Statement and the 

various possible harms that could occur, this study was considered to have a potentially 

high likelihood of inconvenience but the severity of the inconvenience was most likely 

very low. Participation in the research required the need to read the Information Sheet, 

the need to read and complete the Consent Form, and the need to allocate time to 

71



participate in the interview process. This research study can thus be described as 

'negligible risk research': “The expression 'negligible risk research' describes research in

which there is no foreseeable risk of harm or discomfort; and any foreseeable risk is no 

more than inconvenience” (NHMRC et al., 2007a, p. 16). Because of the demonstrated 

need for this research, bringing about an increased understanding of the engagement of 

older worker in their online learning, the research was said to be ethically acceptable: 

“Research is ethically acceptable only when its potential benefits justify any risks 

involved in the research” (NHMRC et al., 2007a, p. 17). Given that the risk of 

inconvenience was high, such risk needed to be managed appropriately. The 

inconvenience was mitigated by such considerations as ensuring that the interaction 

between the researcher and the participants was a respectful and considerate one. Being 

flexible in terms of appointment times, being on time for interview appointments, and 

not intruding unnecessarily into the personal lives of participants all contributed to a 

respectful and considerate interaction.

The consent of participants was another theme identified by the National 

Statement. The requirement for consent is in consideration of the value of respect for 

human beings, where the ability of people to make their own decisions is 

acknowledged: “This requirement has the following conditions: consent should be a 

voluntary choice, and should be based on sufficient information and adequate 

understanding of both the proposed research and the implications of participation in it” 

(NHMRC et al., 2007a, p. 19). The guidelines of the requirement for consent also 

specified that participants be entitled to withdraw from the research at any stage and 

that, prior to consent, participants be informed about any consequences of such 

withdrawal. This research study proceeded based on participants having been provided 

with an Information Sheet (Appendix C), detailing information on the proposed 

research and the implications of participation, and participants having confirmed their 

intent to participate on a Consent Form (Appendix D), detailing the entitlement to 

withdraw and the consequences of withdrawal.

In addition to the National Statement, the 'Australian Code for the Responsible 

Conduct of Research' ('Code') has been developed to guide institutions and researchers 

in responsible research practices (National Health and Medical Research Council 

[NHMRC], Australian Research Council [ARC], & Universities Australia, 2007b). This 
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Code: “is a guide for responsible research conduct in Australia, providing a basic 

reference for the development of appropriate policies and procedures. It is written 

specifically for universities and other public sector research institutions” (NHMRC et 

al., 2007b, p. 1). This research was conducted as part of a Doctor of Philosophy study 

through the Griffith University School of Education and Professional Studies (Brisbane,

Logan). As such, the research was conducted under the auspices of Griffith University 

and consequently the 'Griffith University Code for the Responsible Conduct of 

Research' ('Griffith University Code'), representing the implementation of the Code by 

Griffith University, applied to the research (Griffith University, n.d.b). The study was 

conducted in a way which acknowledged and complied with the Griffith University 

Code as described below.

An application for ethical clearance was submitted to the Griffith University 

Office for Research: Human Research Ethics Committee (HREC). Approval from the 

HREC to conduct the research was obtained prior to approaching participants 

(Appendix A). The interviews also involved the approval of the site and the informed 

consent of participants. Approval from the site, a major Australian university, regarding 

the participation of their students was obtained in writing prior to approaching potential 

participants (Appendix B). An Information Sheet providing details of the research 

project was prepared for the site and for potential participants using example templates 

obtained from the HREC (Appendix C). A Consent Form was prepared for participants 

using example templates obtained from the HREC (Appendix D). The informed consent

of participants in the research was obtained by their signature on the Consent Form 

prior to their participation. The participants were advised that a summary of the findings

of the research would be sent to them on completion of the project.

4.2.5 Quality and validity

Many research theorists have recognised that the criteria used to evaluate the quality of 

qualitative research studies need to differ from those that have been formulated and 

used to evaluate the quality of quantitative research over many decades (Creswell, 2007;

Merriam, 2009). Issues of quality, largely related to validity and reliability in 

quantitative research, need to be viewed from a qualitative perspective: “Many writers 

on the topic argue that qualitative research, which is based on different assumptions 

about reality and a different worldview, should consider validity and reliability from a 
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perspective congruent with the philosophical assumptions underlying the paradigm” 

(Merriam, 2009, p. 211). Further to this, some research theorists have also argued that, 

within the qualitative orientation, the approach to inquiry – such as narrative research, 

phenomenology, grounded theory, ethnography, or case study – should also play a part 

in determining the criteria used to evaluate the quality of research studies (Creswell, 

2007).

Smith et al. (2009) refer to the work of Yardley (2000, 2008) in presenting 

general guidelines for assessing the quality of qualitative research. Yardley (2000) 

commenced by arguing why many traditional criteria are not applicable, listing criteria 

such as 'representative sampling', reliability and replicability, and 'inter-rater reliability' 

as having questionable value. In particular, qualitative studies that have small sample 

sizes and are conducted by researchers who believe that knowledge cannot be objective,

may find these criteria meaningless. Yardley (2000) proceeded to suggest four criteria of

good qualitative research: (1) sensitivity to context, (2) commitment and rigor, (3) 

transparency and coherence, and (4) impact and importance. These suggested criteria, 

however, are open to interpretation: “In keeping with the philosophy of many QMs 

[qualitative methodologies], these suggested criteria are not in the form of rigid rules or 

prescriptions, but are themselves open to flexible interpretation” (Yardley, 2000, p. 

219). In being open to interpretation, the criteria are able to acknowledge the role of the 

approach to inquiry in determining the way in which they are met: “Moreover, the way 

in which a particular investigation will fulfil these criteria will vary widely, depending 

upon the approach employed” (p. 219). Smith et al. (2009), in describing the four 

criteria of good qualitative research suggested by Yardley (2000), illustrated how each 

of the criteria is addressed by IPA. This study considered and demonstrated, in general, 

the application of these four criteria, throughout the design, data gathering, and data 

analysis. Moreover, these criteria were applied more specifically in an evaluation of a 

variety of strategies often used in the design of qualitative research and that may have 

had applicability to this study. In that the study made use of 'human instruments' in the 

data analysis, these strategies frequently acknowledged the value of the interpretive 

ability of others. In contributing to the quality and validity of the study, the following 

strategies involving others – participants, academic supervisors, and readers – were 

considered as part of the research design.

74



Participant feedback is often regarded as a valuable way of engaging participants

in research and ensuring that their views are not misrepresented (Yardley, 2008). 

However, Yardley (2008) cautions that “it [engaging participants] is not always feasible 

or appropriate” (p. 242). The views of participants, while often an important aim of 

qualitative research in general, are central to the aims of IPA (Smith et al., 2009), and 

therefore to the aims of this study. However, another important aim of IPA is that, “we 

need to 'bracket', or put to one side, the taken-for-granted world in order to concentrate 

on our perception of that world” (Smith et al., 2009, p. 13). Thus, while the views 

obtained during interviews acknowledged the 'experiential expertise' of the participants, 

the views of participants as 'feedback', at the data analysis stage, was not considered an 

appropriate strategy in contributing to the quality or validity of the study. This is 

because the data analysis involved a level of theoretical and philosophical engagement 

that was contrary to the intentions of bracketing – and consequently contrary to the 

aspiration of gaining quality phenomenological data from the participants. The analysis 

of data and the findings of the study are expressed in terms that refer to: the theoretical 

underpinnings of the research question; the theoretical underpinnings of 

phenomenology, hermeneutics, and ideography; the views of other participants; and the 

interpretation by the researcher. These factors may have inhibited participants from 

relating to the analysis, and where “before seeking participant feedback it is ... 

important to consider whether participants will be able to relate to the analysis, and 

whether feedback from participants can be used constructively” (Yardley, 2008, p. 242).

Smith et al. (2009) have also referred to the use of an independent audit in 

contributing to the validity of qualitative research. One way of checking the validity of a

research report is to file all the data in a way the enables another person to follow the 

chain of evidence that leads from initial documentation through to the final report: “At 

this level, the audit is hypothetical or virtual. The researcher files the data in such …- a 

way that someone else could [italics in original] check through the 'paper trail'” (Smith 

et al., 2009, p. 183). At a higher level, an actual independent audit may be conducted 

where another researcher checks that the final report is a plausible or credible one in 

terms of the data that have been collected. However, “the independent auditor is 

attempting to ensure that the account produced is a credible one, not that it is the only 

credible one” (Smith et al., 2009, p. 183), where the aim of an independent audit is not 
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to produce a single report which claims to represent 'the truth', nor necessarily to reach a

consensus. The aim of such an independent audit is that it “allows for the possibility of 

a number of legitimate accounts and the concern therefore is with how systematically 

and transparently this particular account has been produced” (Smith et al., 2009, p. 183).

This particular study involved a complete virtual audit where, as advocated by Smith et 

al. (2009), “a coherent chain of arguments runs from the initial raw data to the final 

write-up” (p. 183). In addition, the academic supervisors for the research study 

conducted a representative audit of the study, based on a submission by the researcher 

of the material generated by the complete virtual audit. This audit process, involving 

both a complete virtual audit and a representative audit by academic supervisors, is 

regarded as expressing a high level of commitment to quality in that “even just 

conducting a virtual audit shows considerable commitment to quality and validity” 

(Smith et al., 2009, p. 184).

A third strategy, used to contribute to the quality and validity of an IPA study, 

involves the reader. The findings of the study are presented in such a way as to be 

supported by relevant extracts of the transcripts derived from the conversations with 

participants. Smith et al. (2009) advise that “[a] reason for presenting extracts from 

participants is to make your evidentiary base transparent. That way the reader is in a 

position both to check the evidence for the claims you are making, and to either agree or

disagree with those claims” (p. 110). This study presents the findings in such a way as 

to provide this sort of evidentiary base. In addition, a general indication of the number 

of participants who had similar experiences, together with more specific numeration of 

major claims, supported by the independent audit, has been provided where appropriate.

4.3 Data Gathering

Data for the study were gathered following the procedures that were developed in 

response to the research design considerations presented above. The purposive sampling

of prospective participants, the interview process, the interview schedules, the 

characteristics of participants in terms of their contribution to the study, and the 

interview transcription process are described below.

4.3.1 Purposive sampling

Purposive sampling of prospective participants for the pilot study was carried out by 
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approaching personal contacts of the researcher, both acquaintances and acquaintances 

of acquaintances, to identify older workers currently engaged in online learning. This 

process continued until two older workers, one man and one woman, were identified 

and who subsequently consented to participation in the study. Purposive sampling of 

participants for the main study was completed following the data gathering and analysis 

related to the pilot study and was carried out with the assistance of the academic unit 

within the major Australian university that assisted the study. Prospective participants 

were introduced to the study and informed of the selection criteria at scheduled 

undergraduate course commencement classes. The lecturers leading the commencement 

classes introduced the researcher who made an announcement regarding the research 

project. The contact details of the researcher were then provided to self-identified 

prospective participants. This procedure was followed at four commencement classes, at

two campuses of the university, until 17 prospective participants, 10 men and 7 women, 

responded with a voluntary interest in participation. These respondents were then 

provided with a copy of the Information Sheet (Appendix C) and the Consent Form 

(Appendix D). The first five men and the first five women respondents who matched the

selection criteria and consented to participate were accepted for participation in the 

study.

Interview appointments for participants were arranged by telephone to be at a 

time and place mutually convenient to the researcher and the participant. Two 

interviews were considered appropriate for both the pilot study and the study itself, each

including approximately 60 minutes of conversation, in consideration of a review of the 

IPA literature (Smith et al., 2009), the research questions involved in this study, and the 

depth of exploration required. The researcher subsequently met with each of the 

participants for two one-hour data-gathering interviews. The interview process and the 

schedules that guided the interviews are described in the subsections that follow.

4.3.2 The interview process

The views of participants were obtained through semi-structured interviews using a 

series of open-ended questions with the intention of understanding all facets raised by 

the research questions. Interviewing techniques were investigated by the researcher and 

iteratively applied and evaluated reflectively during the pilot study. An important 

consideration was that the researcher establishes the trust and rapport of the participant 
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so that the dialogue could be open and communicative.

An interview schedule was developed to guide the interview process, 

incorporating ideas about how best to phrase the questions. Smith et al. (2009) observed

that opening up to the unpredictability of in-depth interviewing can be difficult, but that 

“it is vital to realize that this style of interviewing is an integral part of the inductive 

principles of phenomenological research” (p. 65). Similarly, “the interview does not 

have to follow the sequence on the schedule, nor does every question have to be asked, 

or to be asked in exactly the same way of each participant” (p. 65). The style of the 

interview as 'a conversation with a purpose', but with the conversation one-sided, was 

described to each participant at the commencement of the first interview. Employing 

very open questioning at the commencement of the interview helped set the tone for the 

conversation, as suggested for IPA research (Smith et al., 2009). Brief hand written 

notes were taken as the interview progressed to record significant points in the interview

and as prompts for further questioning by the researcher as required. An interview 

protocol (Appendix E) was developed as a document for the researcher to record 

identifying data, to prompt the researcher for the interview structure, and to record 

notes.

Interview data were gathered using some of the practical guidelines outlined in 

recent approaches to qualitative research interviewing. The work of Kvale and 

Brinkmann (2009) has provided guidance in the craft of qualitative research 

interviewing while acknowledging the prevalence of the phenomenological approach 

within qualitative research. The works of King and Horrocks (2010), Smith and Osborn 

(2008), and Smith et al. (2009) have provide more specific guidance regarding the 

interview and analysis approaches advocated for IPA within the broad field of 

phenomenological research. The interview process was guided by the philosophical 

underpinnings of IPA as a hermeneutic approach to inquiry. In particular, the concept of 

a 'hermeneutic circle' was applied. A hermeneutic circle is concerned with the dynamic 

relationship between the part and the whole in terms of our understanding: “To 

understand any given part, you look to the whole; to understand the whole, you look to 

the parts” (Smith et al., 2009, p. 28). The concept of the hermeneutic circle can be 

understood as describing a number of relationships, including here the relationship 

between the interview, as a part, and the research project, as a whole. Under these 
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circumstances, the researcher, during the interview, entered the worlds of the older 

workers in their online learning, where the older workers had experiential expertise, and

where the pre-existing knowledge, concepts, and concerns of the researcher were 

bracketed. Smith et al. (2009) cautioned to “resist the urge to interpret what you are 

being told while the interview is still underway” (p. 66). After the interview, the 

researcher moved around the hermeneutic circle to re-enter the world of their own ideas 

and interpretations. The approach to interviewing attempted to implement, as much as 

possible, the inductive epistemology of IPA. The researcher avoided introducing 

theoretical or researcher-derived assumptions. For example, the use of terms of 

categorisation such as 'older worker' may have introduced assumptions regarding social 

identity and the use of terms such as 'scaffolding' may have introduced theoretically-

derived characterisations of the nature of the support that they received while learning.

4.3.3 The interview schedules

Schedules of interview questions were developed for each of the two interviews to 

facilitate a comfortable interaction with the participants and enable them to provide 

detailed accounts of the experience under investigation. Questions were prepared that 

were open and expansive to encourage the participant to talk at length. The 

recommendations of Smith et al. (2009) were followed to determine the number of 

questions: “For adult, articulate participants, a schedule with between six and ten open 

questions, along with possible prompts, will tend to occupy between 45 and 90 minutes 

of conversation, depending on the topic” (p. 60).

One of the determining factors in preparing the interview questions was that, 

within IPA research, there is a double hermeneutic which is associated with the stages in

the research process and the separate roles of the researcher and the participant: “A two-

stage interpretation process, or a double hermeneutic, is involved. The participants are 

trying to make sense of their world; the researcher is trying to make sense of the 

participants trying to make sense of their world” (Smith & Osborn, 2008, p. 53). Within 

this scenario, it is the role of the researcher, rather than the participant, to respond to the 

research question and to do that at a later stage, during data analysis. It was not 

considered helpful to engage the participant directly in the research question during data

gathering: “Often, research questions are pitched at the abstract level and so it is not 

usually helpful or effective to ask them directly of the participant” (Smith et al., 2009, p.
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58). An open conversation around the topic but not focussed specifically on the research

question was considered more appropriate, in consideration of the recommendations of 

IPA, where “we aim to set up the interview as an event which facilitates the discussion 

of relevant topics, and which will allow the research question to be answered 

subsequently, via analysis” (Smith et al., 2009, p. 58).

Table 4.1 shows the interview questions for the first interview, which were 

concerned with an exploration of the experience of the participant in online learning. 

The questions were informed by suggestions in the IPA literature for a diversity of 

questions with an exploratory intent but with a resultant opportunity to respond to the 

research question: “To design an interview schedule, you will need to look at your 

research questions, and then try to come up with a set of interview questions which, 

when answered by your participants, will provide you [italics in original] with an 

opportunity to answer your research questions” (Smith et al., 2009, p. 61). The table 

shows the interview questions and the purpose of the interview questions in addressing 

the primary research question.

Table 4.1: Interview One questions and purpose

Interview One Questions Purpose of the Questions

1: The experience of online learning
1.1 Can you please tell me about your experiences with online 
learning? (Descriptive)
1.2 Can you tell me about how, over time, you may have increased 
your ability to learn online? (Narrative)
1.3 What are the stages you have been through in acquiring your 
ability to learn online? (Structural)
1.4 What are some of the high and low points you have experienced 
with online learning? (Contrasting)
1.5 How do you feel after you have had some trouble learning 
online? (Evaluative)
1.6 How do you feel your age has impacted on your ability to learn 
online? (Evaluative)
1.7 What do you think other people think about your online learning 
ability? (Circular)
1.8 How do you think your learning would have gone if you hadn't 
come to be able to learn online? (Comparative)

There is a need to explore the 
experiences of the participant in 
online learning, with the resultant
opportunity to respond to the 
primary research question: 'What 
are the issues facing older 
workers in online learning?'

Additional questions as required
Can you tell me a bit more about that? (Prompt)
What do you mean by (point of interest)? (Probe)

There may be a need to 
encourage the participant to 
provide further data in response 
to an interview question.

Table 4.2 shows the interview questions for the second interview, which were 
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concerned with an exploration of the experience of the participant in online learning, 

once again with an exploratory intent but with a resultant opportunity to respond to the 

associated secondary research questions.

Table 4.2: Interview Two questions and purpose

Interview Two Questions Purpose of the Questions

1: Revisiting interview One
During the first interview, you mentioned that (point of interest). Can
you tell me more about that? (Repeat as required)

There may be a need to explore 
the responses of the participant to
the interview One questions.

2: Learning online 'on your own'
2.1 Can you tell me what it is like when you may have had to learn 
online 'on your own'? (Descriptive)
2.2 Can you tell me about how, over time, you may have increased 
your ability to learn online 'on your own'? (Narrative)
2.3 What are some of the best and worst aspects of learning online 
'on your own'? (Contrasting)

There is a need to explore the 
experiences of the participant in 
online learning, with the resultant
opportunity to respond to the 
secondary research question: (1) 
'What is the relevance of self-
regulation theory to an 
explanation of the issues facing 
older workers in online learning?'

3: 'Practical help' with online learning
3.1 Can you tell me what it is like when you may have received 
'practical help' with your online learning? (Descriptive)
3.2 Can you tell me about how, over time, you may have increased 
your skills so that you need less 'practical help' with your online 
learning? (Narrative)
3.3 What are some of the areas where you have most needed, or not 
at all needed, 'practical help' with your online learning? (Contrasting)

There is a need to explore the 
experiences of the participant in 
online learning, with the resultant
opportunity to respond to the 
secondary research question: (2) 
'What are the cognitive 
considerations in providing 
scaffolding to older workers in 
online learning?'

4: 'Personal support or encouragement' with online learning
4.1 Can you tell me what it is like when you may have received 
'personal support or encouragement' with your online learning? 
(Descriptive)
4.2 Can you tell me about how, over time, you may have increased 
your confidence so that you need less 'personal support or 
encouragement' with your online learning? (Narrative)
4.3 What are some of the times when you have most needed, or not 
at all needed, 'personal support or encouragement' with your online 
learning? (Contrasting)

There is a need to explore the 
experiences of the participant in 
online learning, with the resultant
opportunity to respond to the 
secondary research question: (3) 
'What are the affective 
considerations in providing 
scaffolding to older workers in 
online learning?'

Additional questions as required
Can you tell me a bit more about that? (Prompt)
What do you mean by (point of interest)? (Probe)

There may be a need to 
encourage the participant to 
provide further data in response 
to an interview question.

4.3.4 The contribution of the participants

Participants were able to contribute to the study to varying extents and in various ways 

through their individual characteristics and communication skills. In general, the 

unanticipated capacities for reflection, interpretive ability, communication skills, and 

use of narrative techniques have greatly contributed to the study in drawing out the 
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experiences of older workers in online learning. Each participant actively participated in

the one-sided conversations that constituted the interviews. The intent of the 

conversations, from the perspective of the participants, was interpreted as building an 

understanding of the phenomena in the awareness of the researcher, while also building 

their own understanding as each of the interview sessions progressed. As such, the 

participants appeared to view the interview as a collaborative exercise, between the 

participant and the researcher, to arrive at a common understanding of the experiences 

of the participants in their engagement with online learning. To this end, the participants

each chose various narrative techniques and figures of speech in helping themselves and

the researcher to make meaning from their experiences. The participants, in describing 

their experiences, typically used personal narratives – stories that illustrated or typified 

the more general description of their experiences. Many of the participants used 'direct 

speech' during these narratives to represent both the speech and thoughts that had arisen 

in actual situations they had faced, and the speech and thoughts that may have arisen in 

purely hypothetical situations. Two of the participants in particular, also frequently used 

metaphor, humour, and sarcasm to assist in conveying the meaning of their experiences.

4.3.5 The interview transcription process

Data from each interview were gathered using two digital voice recorders (Philips Voice

Tracer LFH0615 digital recorder). Two recorders were used following an understanding 

of the need to minimise the risk of data loss through equipment failure or loss of battery 

power. Following each interview, the data from the digital voice recorders (mp3 audio 

files) were transferred to a password-protected computer for safekeeping and 

subsequent transcription and analysis. An initial transcription of the interview data was 

produced by the researcher playing short sections of the computer-based audio file 

through an earpiece connected to a headset and subsequently verbally repeating each 

section to a microphone connected to the headset. The resulting audio feed then passed 

to transcription software (Nuance Dragon Naturally Speaking 10) which generated text 

within a word processor. A subsequent, more accurate, verbatim transcription was 

produced by the researcher listening repeatedly to the computer-based audio file and 

using the word processor to edit the initial transcription. The production of this verbatim

transcription involved the correction of transcription errors, the addition of linguistic 

fillers and pauses that had not previously been transcribed, and the addition of 
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explanatory notes. Linguistic fillers, such as 'um', 'ah', and 'ah hum', were represented by

text. Significant pauses, hesitations, and faltering speech were represented by ellipses: ' 

… '. Non-textural audio data such as laughter were represented by bracketing, for 

example: '[laughter]'. Short interjections by the secondary speaker in the conversation, 

either the researcher or the participant, were also represented by bracketing, for 

example: '[Researcher: “Yeah. I see”]'. The transcript is thus intended to be a complete 

record of the interview: “IPA requires a semantic record of the interview: that means a 

transcript showing all the words that are spoken by everyone who is present” (Smith et 

al., 2009, p. 74). A pseudonym was assigned to each participant and subsequently used 

for identification in the production of each transcription. Similarly, throughout this 

document, pseudonyms are consistently used to identify participants in order to preserve

their anonymity in subsequent dissemination of the results of the study.

4.4 Data Analysis

Data for the study were analysed following the procedures that were developed in 

response to the research design considerations presented in Section 4.2 above. The IPA 

steps to analysis that informed the data analysis process and the computer-based data 

manipulation procedures are described below.

4.4.1 Steps to analysis

The steps to analysis advocated in the work of Smith et al. (2009) informed the data 

analysis process. Step 1 involved reading and re-reading the transcript. In the case of 

this study with multiple participants, reading and re-reading the first interview 

transcript. Step 2 involved an initial noting of anything of interest within the transcript. 

Types of notes at this step were variously descriptive, linguistic, or conceptual. Step 3 

involved developing emergent themes by mapping the interrelationships, connections 

and patterns between explanatory notes. This step introduces the concept of the 

'hermeneutic circle' to the analysis process, where the researcher moves from the text 

informing the themes then back to the themes informing the text in a cyclical pattern: a 

synergistic process of description and interpretation. Step 4 involved searching for 

connections across emergent themes. Within IPA studies, this process may be 

manifested as a graphic representation of the structure of the themes as a table or as a 

figure. Step 5 involved moving to the next case, in situations, as is applicable where 
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there is more than one participant, and repeating the process of steps 1 to 4. To do 

justice to the individuality of each case, this involved bracketing the ideas that emerged 

from previous cases, in keeping with the idiographic commitment of IPA. The last step, 

step 6, involved looking for patterns across the cases. Within IPA studies, this step, once

again, may be manifested as a graphic representation.

The process described in the above 'steps to analysis' enabled similarities and 

dissimilarities within the themes, and even unexpected themes, to be detected. Beyond 

these steps is an invitation by IPA to take the analysis further through acknowledging 

and developing higher levels of interpretation based on the knowledge of prior cases 

and the theoretical understandings of the researcher. This involved the development of 

'super-ordinate themes', expressing overarching themes across cases: “Often it helps the 

analysis to move to a more theoretical level as one recognises, for example, that themes 

or super-ordinate themes which are particular to individual cases also represent 

instances of higher order concepts which the cases therefore share” (Smith et al., 2009, 

p. 101).

The inductive and iterative procedures of IPA enabled the researcher to develop 

an initial 'insider's perspective' of the phenomenon which was subsequently developed 

into an interpretive perspective: “There is a balance of 'emic' and 'etic' positions in IPA. 

In the former (phenomenological, insider) position, the researcher begins by hearing 

people's stories, and prioritises the participants' world view at the core of the account. In

the latter (interpretative, outsider) position, the researcher attempts to make sense of the 

participants' experiences and concerns, and to illuminate them in a way that answers a 

particular research question” (Reid et al., 2005, p. 22). This procedure of analysing and 

interpreting the interview data in the study, therefore, enabled findings to be obtained 

that were able to identify the issues involved in online learning for the older worker 

participants, thus responding to the primary research question.

4.4.2 Data manipulation

Following the verbatim transcription, the textual data were transferred to a flat-file 

database to enable data manipulation and thereby assist with the data analysis process 

described above in the 'steps to analysis'. This database software was used to generate 

reports providing an enhanced visual presentation of the data to assist with the 
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identification of themes. In addition, the database software was used to manipulate the 

data through filtering and sorting based on the contents of relevant database fields. The 

first stage involved the researcher immersing himself in the data provided by each 

participant and then undertaking a process of deconstruction of the text to identify 

individual items of conversation, each item being from one principal speaker and having

a discrete topic. This text was used to populate a blank database template with three 

initial fields: an item number, the identity of the principal speaker, represented by a 

pseudonym in the case of participants, and the transcript text itself. The second stage 

involved sequentially adding descriptive text to three additional fields – comments, 

themes, and super-ordinate themes – to populate all the relevant fields of the database in

accordance with the steps to analysis described above. The addition of themes and 

super-ordinate themes was an iterative process involving: pattern recognition, the 

renaming and renumbering of super-ordinate themes, sorting, and filtering, to identify 

relevant items of text and to place them adjacent one another for visual recognition and 

confirmation of the meaningfulness of emergent themes. The convergence of emergent 

themes that resulted gave rise to an identification of the essence of participants' 

experiences and provided structure to the presentation of findings in the chapters that 

follow.

The final database thus consisted of six fields: (1) Item, an item number to 

indicate the chronological sequence of transcript items within each interview; (2) 

Speaker, the principal speaker of the item in the transcript; (3) Transcript, a verbatim 

textual representation of the interview, including observations by the researcher, as 

items differentiated by having one principal speaker and a discrete topic; (4) Comments,

a record of the initial level of analysis within the IPA approach; (5) Themes, emergent 

themes within the transcript; and (6) Super-ordinates, identified super-ordinate themes 

at a higher-level of abstraction, or ordering, of identified emergent themes. The 

development and use of such a flat-file database and such an ordering of fields is 

consistent with the IPA analysis process, where, “if you do work this way [conducting 

the process on computer], it is possible to set up a series of columns indicating the flow 

of the analysis, in one direction, from the original transcript to the final super-ordinate 

themes” (Smith et al., 2009, p. 100).

Three database reports were designed and developed to assist with the analysis 
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of data: (1) Transcript, a report that enabled comments to be made on each item at the 

initial stage of analysis, (2) Themes, a report including the emergent themes for filtering

and sorting to enable the identification of super-ordinate themes, and (3) Super-ordinate,

a report that enabled the super-ordinate themes to be filtered and sorted at the final level

of analysis. Table 4.3 shows the usability characteristics of the three database reports 

that facilitated the analysis process.

Table 4.3: The three database reports

Report Title Usability Characteristics

Transcript This report had no filters and showed all items, sorted by the Item field, to present 
all of the transcript items within each interview in a chronological sequence. This 
enabled comments to be made on transcript item and emergent themes to be 
developed at the initial stages of data analysis.

Themes This report was filtered to show only those items with comments and associated 
emergent themes, sorted by the Themes field, to present all of the thematically-
relevant data. This enabled emergent themes to be ordered and explored as part of 
the inductive process of identifying super-ordinate themes.

Super-ordinates This report was filtered to show only those items with super-ordinate themes, 
sorted by numbered super-ordinate themes in the Super-ordinate field, to present all
of the thematically-relevant data. This enabled the thematically relevant data to be 
analysed as part of the process of writing up a descriptive account of the 
participants' experiences from an IPA perspective.

This data manipulation process enabled the researcher to enter a hermeneutic circle 

which, during many hundreds of hours over a period of many months, resulted in a 

comprehensive analysis of the data. The final database consisted of 1109 items of 

conversation from all ten participants in the study with an allocation of comments, 

themes, and super-ordinate themes that provided a basis for the descriptions and 

interpretation that informed the findings of the study, as presented in the chapters that 

follow. Table 4.4 shows a representative extract from of one of the database reports: a 

Transcript database report, with data from one of the pilot study participants. The data 

in this extract represents a report that had been sorted by the chronological sequence of 

transcript items and illustrates how visual presentation of the data was able to assist with

the data analysis process. The table columns reflect the flow of analysis from the 

transcript item numbers to the final coded super-ordinate themes, with the final stage of 

data manipulation being the allocation of codes to the super-ordinate themes to indicate 

the relevance of the transcript items to subsections of this document.
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Table 4.4: Extract from the transcript database report

Item Speaker Transcript Comments Themes Super-ordinate

118 Researcher What are some of the best and
worst aspects of learning 
online 'on your own'?

119 Klaus I guess the best aspect is that 
it's self-paced, it's flexible and
convenient. If I wake up at 
four in the morning, I can 
jump online and do some 
work.

A benefit is that
the learning is 
self-paced, 
flexible, and 
convenient.

Online learning 
is flexible and 
convenient.

7.1.1 Flexibility
in the timing of 
learning.*

120 Klaus I guess the worst aspect is not 
having anyone to refer to, not 
having a supervisor, a mentor,
someone to explain what I'm 
… explain the learning 
program to me.

An issue is that 
there is no 
ready access to 
a supervisor, a 
mentor, for 
support.

Online learning 
has no ready 
support for 
conceptual 
development.

9.2.3 The need 
for support.

* The code 7.1.1 represents Subsection 7.1.1, Flexibility in the timing of learning, within Section 7.1, 
Benefits Arising from the Use of Technology, within Chapter 7 The Use of Technology.

4.5 The Pilot Study

A pilot study was used as a way of refining the data gathering and analysis processes 

prior to conducting the main study. The subsequent refinements and revisions were 

based on researcher observations, an analysis of the pilot study data, and feedback 

received from participants. The intention of the pilot study was to obtain interview data 

and subsequently complete an idiographic analysis for each of two participants, one 

male and one female. However, the interview data from the first participant in the pilot 

study, Karen, was considered insufficient in quantity and quality, as described in 

subsection 4.5.1 below. Another female participant was recruited so that the intentions 

of the pilot study could be fulfilled. The individual contribution of each of the pilot 

study participants and the subsequent changes that were made, the refinement of the 

interview technique, the revisions to the interview protocol, the alterations to the 

interview terminology, and the refinement of the analysis process are described below.

4.5.1 Karen

Karen, female, aged 49, had undertaken some secondary schooling but had not 

completed a secondary school certificate. She had not completed any further education 

but was undertaking a certificate-level program in aged care which involved both online

learning and work-based learning activities. Karen was employed part-time as a 

personal carer in an aged care facility. She started using computers and the Web in 2010,
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when in her mid 40s. At the time of the study, her access to the Web was solely through 

a laptop computer. Her online learning involved access to her training provider's 

Website and the use of Google search and email. The conversations with Karen 

predominately centred around the difficulties she experienced with independent 

learning. However, her lack of English communication skills severely constrained her 

responses to the interview questions. Her responses were very short and indicated that 

she was not familiar with articulating her experiences. She did not have English as a 

first language and described difficulties with her education following her arrival in 

Australia at the age of seven. She described her early life as being one in which she was 

actively discouraged from communicating in the company of adults, had an arranged 

marriage at a young age, and was actively discouraged from pursuing any formal 

education or training. Kvale and Brinkmann (2009), list “the extent of spontaneous, 

rich, specific, and relevant answers from the interviewee” (p. 164) as a criterion for 

determining the quality of data resulting from semi-structured interviews. Karen's 

responses were very short and could not be considered 'spontaneous' or 'rich'. As a 

result, the interview data from both interviews with Karen were considered to be 

insufficient in both quantity and quality and did not fulfil the requirements of interviews

for the pilot study. The interviews with Karen were nevertheless valuable in contributing

to the requirements of the pilot study through revising and refining the data gathering 

process as described in the subsections below. Most significantly, in terms of changes to

the interview technique, it was concluded that it would be useful to develop a greater 

repertoire of prompts to deal more effectively with situations where, in future 

interviews, participants were generally non-responsive, or non-responsive periods were 

encountered for any reason, during the conversations.

4.5.2 Klaus

Klaus, male, aged 59, completed his education to year 12. He then worked in the 

printing and newspaper publishing field. He was undertaking a certificate-level program

in community development which involved online learning supplemented by some 

group-based learning at a nearby college. Klaus was employed part-time as a 

community development officer for a non-government organisation and was also the 

publisher of a community newspaper and an associated community Website. He started 

using computers in the late 1980s and the Web in the late 1990s as a requirement of his 
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employment. At the time of the study, his access to the Web had come to extend across 

multiple devices to include two iPhones (smart-phones), an iPad (media tablet), a net-

book, a laptop, and a desktop computer. The conversations with Klaus predominately 

centred around issues with the use of technology and contributed to the findings of the 

study in identifying the use of technology as a discrete element of the experience of 

online learning, as described in detail in Chapter Six. The interviews were also valuable 

in contributing to the requirements of the pilot study through revising and refining the 

data gathering and analysis process as described in the subsections below.

4.5.3 Rachel

Rachel, female, aged 54, had previously completed multiple certificates and diplomas, a

Bachelor of Education degree, and a research-based Master of Education degree. She 

was undertaking a postgraduate research program, a Doctor of Philosophy, on a full-

time basis. The program involved online learning in terms of searching and accessing 

literature, and collaborating online with university administrative staff, supervisors, and 

research participants in the production of her thesis. Rachel started using computers in 

the early 1990s and the Web in the mid 2000s in her workplace and while undertaking 

her many vocational and higher education qualifications. At the time of the study, her 

computer use and access to the Web was solely through use of a laptop computer. The 

conversations with Rachel predominately centred around difficulties in using computers

and accessing the Web and the unpleasant nature of her experiences, both learning and 

using technology. She described a long history of difficulties in her interaction with 

computers and the Web and described these difficulties as having, to a large extent, 

determined her educational experience as one clouded by fear, tension, and frustration. 

However, despite the frustration attributed to online learning, Rachel had completed 

numerous online vocational and higher education learning programs. She attributed 

these achievements to the personal one-on-one support she had received from family 

members through the years and to a developing familiarity through experience and 

practice. The interviews and subsequent interpretive analysis of the conversations with 

Rachel contributed to the requirements of the pilot study through revising and refining 

the data gathering and analysis process as described in the subsections below. The 

conversations contributed to the findings of the study in identifying the use of 

technology as a discrete element of the experience of online learning and were also 
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valuable in contributing to the requirements of the pilot study through revising and 

refining the data gathering and analysis process.

4.5.4 Refinement of the interview technique

During the pilot study, the interview technique adopted was demonstrated to be effective

in obtaining good quality data in consideration of the principles of phenomenological 

interviewing, where “this kind of interview seeks to obtain descriptions of the 

interviewees' lived world with respect to interpretation of the meaning of the described 

phenomena” (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009, p. 27). The researcher was able to ask the 

interview questions unambiguously and to subsequently listen patiently and attentively 

to the participant's responses. As such, the researcher was equipped, in general, with the 

tools for conducting effective interviews as described in the IPA literature (Smith and 

Osborn, 2008; Smith et al., 2009). However, following the pilot study and on reflection, 

the researcher concluded that his interviewing skills could be improved in terms of his 

ability to prompt effectively and, thereby, increase the richness of the interview data. 

For example, further exploration of Klaus's experiences of learning support, which he 

considered was insufficient to continue with a previous higher education program, may 

have contributed rich data to the study. The researcher observed that, while mentally 

engaged with the participant's responses, there was not sufficient reflection on the 

relationship of those responses to the interview questions. Under those circumstances, 

the participants were not provided with sufficient cues to enable them to feel free to add 

to or embellish, and thereby enrich, their responses to the interview question. Smith and 

Osborn (2008) have advised that “if the interviewer has learnt the schedule in advance, 

he or she can concentrate during the interview on what the respondent is saying, and 

occasionally monitor the coverage of the scheduled topics” (pp. 63-64). As a result of 

these observations, those interview questions referred to in the interview protocol were 

memorised prior to beginning the main study. This enabled the researcher to devote 

attention to each participant's responses and simultaneously monitor the relationship of 

those responses to the interview questions, without the distraction of needing to refer to 

a paper-based interview protocol.

4.5.5 Revisions to the interview protocol

Following the pilot study interviews, revisions were made to the interview protocol. 

One of the changes to the interview protocol was to obtain some preliminary 
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background information regarding each participant. A number of questions were added 

at the beginning of the first interview within the interview protocol to: firstly, establish 

rapport with the participant prior to asking those interview questions that were 

specifically designed to address the research question; and secondly, assist with placing 

the subsequent analysis of the participant's experiences in context: “IPA is committed to 

understanding how particular experiential phenomena (an event, process or relationship)

have been understood from the perspective of particular people in a particular context” 

(Smith et al., 2009, p. 29). These additional questions obtained information about 

previous education and training, previous employment, and previous use of computers 

and the Internet. The second change to the interview protocol, as well as more generally

throughout the interviews, was to alter the interview terminology from 'Web-based 

learning' to 'online learning', as described in subsection 4.5.6 below.

4.5.6 Alterations to the interview terminology

The pilot study interviews identified a need to change the terminology that was used to 

refer to the phenomenon during the main study interviews. The interview questions 

during the pilot study referred to 'Web-based learning' as the most appropriate 

description of the learning that the participants were engaged in through their use of the 

Web during their learning. However, the participants themselves, in evaluations of the 

interviews, identified the term 'online learning' as a more appropriate description of the 

phenomenon. It seemed likely that the participants in the main study would similarly 

not spontaneously identify 'accessing the Web for learning' or 'Web-based learning' as 

the intended phenomenon. It seemed likely that the participants in the main study would

view the static hypermedia-based learning resources, together with the more recent 

technologies of interactive communications that they experience through their computer

or other device and via the Internet, as a unified system. The phenomenon of learner 

engagement with such a system, would be viewed as 'using the Internet for learning', 

'learning online', or, more succinctly, the familiar expression 'online learning'. The 

research method, being predominantly inductive and phenomenological, was concerned 

with investigating a 'phenomenon' and the conversations that emerged through the semi-

structured interviews were to be largely participant-led. Consequently, the terminology 

used in the interview questions was important in identifying for each participant the 

phenomenon that was to be the topic of the conversations. Therefore, while the 
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engagement of participants with the learning opportunities provided by the education 

and training provider was principally through use of the Web, the term 'online learning' 

was chosen for use in the main study interviews.

4.5.7 Refinement of the analysis process

The analysis processes used in the pilot study was guided by the analysis approaches 

advocated for IPA. However, within the broad guidelines of IPA, opportunities are 

available to refine the process in consideration of the developing skills of the researcher 

where the researcher is engaged in: “an interpretive relationship with the transcript” 

(Smith & Osborn, 2008, p. 66). This is particularly so at Step 3 of the analysis process –

the development of emergent themes. Here, “the themes reflect not only the participant's

original words and thoughts but also the analyst's interpretation. They reflect a 

synergistic process of description and interpretation” (Smith et al., 2009, p. 92). 

Participation in the analysis process during the pilot study therefore enabled the 

researcher to develop and refine skills in thematic development. At times, during the 

analysis process for the transcripts of Klaus and Rachel, a descriptive account of events 

and associated thoughts and feelings was identified in the transcript. At these times, 

where experiences were directly narrated by the participant, an interpretive process was 

required by the researcher in the thematic development process. At other times, a more 

interpretive account, reflecting the participant's own attempts at abstraction or 

generalisation, was identified in the transcript. At those latter times, where 

interpretations were narrated by the participant, explication and summation were 

considered the appropriate responses in articulating the emergent themes. The 

development of emergent themes throughout the analysis process of the pilot study – 

involving these processes of interpretation, explication, and summation – enabled a 

progressive refinement of the skills of the researcher, where: “the skill at this stage is 

finding expressions which are high level enough to allow theoretical connections within 

and across cases but which are still grounded in the particularity of the specific thing 

said” (Smith & Osborn, 2008, p. 68). The refinements to the analysis process referred to

above were developed as a result of an iterative reflection on the analysis process 

adopted by the researcher and the broad principles of IPA as articulated in the literature. 

Those refinements were incorporated into the analysis process used in the main study.
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Chapter 5

The Participants in the Study

Previous chapters have presented a rationale for the study and described the 

methodology and research design for this exploration of the experiences of older 

workers in online learning. Data for the study were gathered and analysed from an IPA 

perspective with specific guidance from the works of King and Horrocks (2010), Smith 

and Osborn (2008), and Smith et al. (2009). IPA calls for an idiographic approach to 

enquiry and this chapter accordingly describes the individual characteristics of 

participants that emerged from the data gathering and analysis process and that were 

considered relevant to the findings provided in the following chapters.

The participants in the study consisted of 10 older workers, 5 men and 5 women,

being 45 years of age and older, who were each participating in undergraduate courses 

towards Bachelor degree qualifications in education and training provided by an 

Australian university. As adult learners, participants came to the study with diverse prior

education and training histories and diverse prior experiences with the use of 

technology. For example, while some participants had only completed their initial 

schooling to year 10 and had some further certificate-level vocational qualifications, 

others had completed schooling to year 12 and had prior Bachelor degree qualifications.

Similarly, while some participants had little experience with the use of technology and 

the Internet in their work or personal lives, others had substantial experience in this 

field. Participants also had diverse personal characteristics that impacted on their 

learning and diverse levels of ancillary support for their learning within their home or 

workplace. The view of what constituted an online learning environment also differed 

substantially among the participants. Some participants reported multiple means of 

engagement with their online learning environment, whereas, for others, the extent of 

their engagement was limited to the use of e-mail and access to the university's learning 

management system. This diversity in the prior knowledge and skills of participants, 

and in their personal characteristics and engagement with their learning environment, 

provided a thematic divergence that contributed to the success of the study in exploring 

the experiences of these older workers.

The following sections introduce the participants in the study, both as a cohort 
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and individually. Section 5.1 provides a description and analysis of the background, 

ancillary support opportunities, and characteristics of this cohort of older workers. 

Section 5.2 provides a more nuanced individual account of each participant for use as a 

ready reference, to supplement a reading of the findings of the study to be found in later 

chapters, and to thereby place the thematic analysis within an ideographic context.

5.1 A Cohort of Older Workers

The ten participants in the study had diverse influences that impacted on their 

experience of online learning. Notable influences are detailed below and include their 

prior education and training, their prior use of technology, and the extent of ancillary 

support for their learning within their home or workplace.

5.1.1 Prior education and training

The prior knowledge and skills of participants – developed through their education, 

training, and work-based learning – was frequently acknowledged in the conversations 

with participants as having a pronounced influence on their online learning experience. 

Table 5.1 shows selected participant profile information: their name (pseudonym), their 

sex, their age, and an overview of their prior education and training, both their initial 

school-based education and their further adult education and training.

Table 5.1: Prior education and training

No. Name Sex Age Initial Education Adult Education and Training

1 Daniel* M 54 School to year 10 Trade qualifications, Certificate, Diplomas x 2

2 Deborah F 50 School to year 12 Certificates x 4, Diplomas x 3

3 Glenda F 53 School to year 12 Certificates x 3, Diplomas x 2

4 Jeffrey M 51 School to year 10 Trade qualifications, Certificates x 3, Diplomas x 2

5 Kathy F 55 School to year 12 Certificates x 3, IT qualifications

6 Ken M 52 School to year 10 Trade qualifications, Certificate

7 Kerry F 45 School to year 12 Bachelor of Arts, Certificates x 4, Diplomas x 2

8 Leanne F 46 School to year 10 Certificate, Bachelor of Adult & Community Learning

9 Peter M 53 School to year 12 Certificates x 2

10 Tom M 45 School to year 10 Trade qualifications

* Participants in this and subsequent tables are ordered alphabetically by name (pseudonym).

Most participants proceeded from their school-based education directly to work. 

Those who left school after year 10 principally entered into work-based apprenticeships 

and thereby obtained trade qualifications in their early years. Those who completed 
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their school-based education to year 12 principally undertook work-related certificate- 

and diploma-level training courses in response to the requirements of their employment.

Many participants reported experiencing difficulties in developing their understanding 

in an independent learning environment. Two participants, Kerry and Leanne, however, 

had each completed a prior tertiary qualification and notably indicated that this prior 

education had developed their cognitive capacities in an educational context.

5.1.2 Prior use of technology

The prior knowledge and skills of participants related to the use of technology – 

developed principally through familiarity over time – was also acknowledged as having 

an influence on their online learning experience. Table 5.2 shows participant profile 

information and an overview of their prior use of technology: the number of years of 

prior experience and the nature and extent of the technological usage and skills they had

developed.

Table 5.2: Prior use of technology

No. Name Sex Age Prior Experience Technological Usage and Skills

1 Daniel M 54 Approx. 8 years Frequent use of a computer and smart-phone

2 Deborah F 50 Approx. 30 years Frequent use of a computer and smart-phone

3 Glenda F 53 Approx. 30 years Frequent use of a computer, tablet, and smart-phone

4 Jeffrey M 51 Over 30 years Frequent use of a computer and smart-phone

5 Kathy F 55 Over 30 years Software developer, extensive use of technology

6 Ken M 52 Approx. 15 years Frequent use of a computer and smart-phone

7 Kerry F 45 Approx. 7 years Occasional and reluctant use of a computer

8 Leanne F 46 Approx. 15 years Frequent use of a computer, tablet, and smart-phone

9 Peter M 53 Approx. 12 years Frequent use of a computer, tablet, and smart-phone

10 Tom M 45 Approx. 15 years Occasional use of a computer, tablet, and smart-phone

All participants had developed some knowledge and skills in the use of 

technology, although the extent varied among participants. Those with less knowledge 

and skill notably reported experiencing greater difficulty and a resultant frustration and 

stress with their use of technology. For example, Kerry, although having completed a 

Bachelor of Arts degree in the 1980s, expressed an aversion to the use of technology. 

The knowledge and skills she had developed were a result of a recent, infrequent, and 

reluctant use of computers related to her educational aspirations. She reported 
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difficulties and resultant experiences of frustration and stress in her use of technology. 

On the other hand, Kathy had started work in ICT directly following her school-based 

education and, as a software developer and instructor, had become a comfortable and 

proficient user of technology.

5.1.3 Ancillary support for learning

Ancillary support for learning – principally available as opportunities for support within

their workplace – was also acknowledged in the conversations with participants as 

having an influence on their online learning experience. Table 5.3 shows participant 

profile information and an overview of their ancillary support opportunities, 

predominantly in the form of workplace-based collaborative learning and workplace-

based technological support.

Table 5.3: Ancillary support for learning

No. Name Sex Age Ancillary Support Opportunities

1 Daniel M 54 Some workplace-based technological support

2 Deborah F 50 Workplace-based technological support

3 Glenda F 53 Workplace-based collaborative learning and technological support

4 Jeffrey M 51 Workplace-based technological support

5 Kathy F 55 Workplace-based technological support

6 Ken M 52 Full-time student, no workplace-based technological support

7 Kerry F 45 Workplace-based collaborative learning and technological support

8 Leanne F 46 Workplace-based technological support

9 Peter M 53 Workplace-based collaborative learning and technological support

10 Tom M 45 Full-time student, no workplace-based technological support

Eight of the participants were employed and reported having access to 

technological support in their workplace, which was reported by some as contributing to

the development of their general knowledge and skills in the use of technology. 

However, this support was only available during working hours and did not satisfy the 

need for the immediate, and sometimes critical, knowledge required to support their use 

of technology during their after-hours learning activities. The other two participants 

were full-time students and had no access to workplace-based technological support. 

Three of the employed participants also reported having access to collaborative learning

opportunities within their workplace. These opportunities resulted in occasional and 
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informal group meetings with any number of the four colleagues who were undertaking 

the same learning and assessment activities. Two of these three participants reported that

these meetings greatly facilitated their understanding in an otherwise independent 

learning environment.

5.2 An Introduction to the Participants

IPA calls for an understanding of each participant as an individual in order for study 

findings to be presented from an idiographic perspective. Individual accounts of the 

backgrounds and characteristics of the participants, provided below, acknowledge as 

important this idiographic perspective in exploring the experiences of the participants in

their engagement with online learning. These backgrounds and characteristics were also 

reported by many participants as important contributors to an understanding of the 

issues and experiences they reported. At the time of the study, participants were each 

undertaking courses from the same suite of undergraduate courses, towards the 

completion of qualifications in education and training. The learning expectations of 

these courses were acknowledged as influencing their learning experience. However, 

their educational and employment background and their prior use of computers and the 

Web were far more frequently reported in the conversations as having an influence on 

their online learning experience.

5.2.1 Daniel

Daniel, male, aged 54, completed his secondary education to year 10. He then 

undertook an automotive apprenticeship while working in the automotive industry. In 

his late 40s, he moved to a teaching role at a technical college and completed a 

certificate-level qualification in training and assessment, and subsequently diploma-

level qualifications in training and assessment and in business management. He started 

using computers and the Web in 2004, while in his mid 40s, and, at the time of the 

study, accessed the Web through a laptop computer, a net-book (small travel laptop), 

and a smart-phone. His online learning involved access to the university learning 

management system and the use of Google search, e-mail, and online discussion boards.

The conversations with Daniel predominately centred around the ways in which the use 

of technology had provided him with greater opportunities for learning, the difficulties 

and the resultant frustration and stress he had experienced in his use of technology, and 
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the importance of real-time support for encouragement and for validation of his 

independent learning activities.

5.2.2 Deborah

Deborah, female, aged 50, completed her education to year 12. She then worked in the 

aviation industry for over 20 years, with 15 years employment as a team leader. In her 

late 30s, Deborah moved to a teaching role at a technical college to fulfil her interest in 

education and training and subsequently completed certificate- and diploma-level 

qualifications in training and assessment, going on to provide training in those same 

qualifications. She started using computers in the 1980s and the Web in the early 1990s 

as a requirement of her employment, and, at the time of the study, accessed the Web 

through a desktop computer, a laptop computer, and an iPhone (smart-phone). Her 

online learning involved access to the university learning management system, 

extensive use of commercial and educational search facilities, and active participation in

discussion boards and online learning forums. The conversations with Deborah 

predominately centred around the difficulties she and other novice older workers had 

experienced in their use of technology, and the satisfaction and self-confidence she had 

obtained through independent learning over time.

5.2.3 Glenda

Glenda, female, aged 53, completed her education to year 12. She then worked in the 

Department of Defence for many years before completing certificate- and diploma-level

qualifications in remedial massage. In her late 40s, Glenda moved to a teaching role at a

technical college to fulfil her interest in education and training and subsequently 

completed certificate- and diploma-level qualifications in training and assessment, 

going on to provide training in those same qualifications. She started using computers in

the 1980s and the Web in the late 1990s as a requirement of her employment, and, at the

time of the study, accessed the Web through a desktop computer, a laptop computer, an 

iPad (tablet), and a smart-phone. Her online learning involved access to the university 

learning management system, extensive use of commercial and educational search 

facilities, and active participation in discussion boards and learning forums. Glenda had 

frequent and extensive use of computers and the Web, outside of her educational 

requirements, for commercial, social, and personal reasons. She expressed enthusiasm 

for online learning as a cohesive entity, learning supported by the use of technology and 
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hypermedia that enabled a high level of independence. The conversations with Glenda 

predominately centred around the ways in which the use of technology had provided her

with greater opportunities for learning, the satisfaction and self-confidence she had 

obtained through independent learning over time, and the value of group-based learning 

support for encouragement and for validation of her independent learning activities.

5.2.4 Jeffrey

Jeffrey, male, aged 51, completed his secondary education to year 10 while in a 

remedial reading class and did not believe he had the ability to undertake the remainder 

of his secondary education. He then worked as a store-man and, in later years, 

completed certificate- and diploma-level qualifications in civil engineering drafting and 

subsequently went on to work as a building designer. In his late 40s, Jeffrey moved to a 

teaching role at a technical college and completed certificate-level qualifications in 

training and assessment. He started using computers in the early 1980s and the Web in 

the late 1990s, while in his late 30s, and, at the time of the study, accessed the Web 

through a laptop computer and a smart-phone. His online learning involved access to the

university learning management system and use of the university library, Google 

advanced search, and e-mail. He did not use discussion boards or forums. The 

conversations with Jeffrey predominately centred around the difficulties he had 

experienced in locating hypermedia-based learning resources, and the difficulties he had

experienced in developing his understanding in an independent learning environment. 

He reported having been medically diagnosed with Asperger's syndrome (AS) and 

attention deficit disorder (ADD) and attributed a number of difficulties in his 

engagement with online learning to this medical condition, most notably disorientation 

and a sense of being lost.

5.2.5 Kathy

Kathy, female, aged 55, completed her education to year 12. She then started work in 

the IT industry, where she completed various vocational qualifications in IT, software 

design, and small business management. She subsequently moved to a role that 

involved the installation and training of health-related software, and then to a role 

coordinating the training of Department of Health staff in the use of software packages 

unique to the health industry. She started using computers in the early 1980s and the 

Web in the mid-1990s, and, at the time of the study, accessed the Web through a desktop
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computer, a laptop computer, and a smart-phone. Her online learning involved access to 

the university learning management system and the use of Google search, e-mail and 

forums. The conversations with Kathy predominately centred around the difficulties she

had experienced in locating hypermedia-based learning resources, and the value of 

online discussion-board learning support for encouragement and for validation of her 

independent learning activities.

5.2.6 Ken

Ken, male, aged 52, completed his secondary education to year 10. He then undertook 

an electrical apprenticeship while working in the steel fabrication industry. He 

subsequently went on to work in the appliance servicing field, both as an employee and 

in his own business. In his late 40s, Ken undertook courses as a later-year student to 

obtain university entrance. He started using computers and the Web in the late 1990s, 

while in his late 30s, and, at the time of the study, accessed the Web through a laptop 

computer and a smart-phone. His online learning involved access to the university 

learning management system and the use of Google Search, e-mail, and forums. The 

conversations with Ken predominately centred around the difficulties he had 

experienced in his use of technology, the difficulties he had experienced in locating 

hypermedia-based learning resources, and the satisfaction and self-confidence he had 

obtained through independent learning over time.

5.2.7 Kerry

Kerry, female, aged 45, completed her education to year 12. She then completed a 

Bachelor of Arts degree with a view to becoming a secondary school teacher. However, 

she rejected the idea of becoming a teacher and started work in the fields of horticulture 

and golf course maintenance, where she remained for 15 – 20 years, completing various 

vocational qualifications in horticulture, conservation, and land management. She 

subsequently moved to a teaching role at a technical college and completed certificate- 

and diploma-level qualifications in training and assessment. She started using 

computers and the Web reluctantly in 2005 as a requirement of her educational 

aspirations, and, at the time of the study, accessed the Web through a laptop computer. 

Her online learning involved access to the university learning management system, the 

use of Google search and e-mail, and participation in learning forums. Kerry had very 

infrequent use of computers and the Web outside of her educational requirements. The 
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conversations with Kerry predominately centred around the difficulties and the resultant

frustration and stress she had experienced in her use of technology, the satisfaction and 

self-confidence she had obtained through independent learning over time, and the 

importance of real-time support for encouragement and for validation of her 

independent learning activities.

5.2.8 Leanne

Leanne, female, aged 46, completed her education to year 10. She then worked as an 

office secretary for many years before completing an associate-diploma-level 

qualification in hospitality and subsequently went on to work in the hospitality industry 

as a restaurant manager. In her late 30s, Leanne completed a Bachelor of Adult and 

Community Learning and moved to a teaching role at a State library to fulfil her interest

in education and training, and went on to design and develop online learning programs 

for both internal and external clients. At the time of the study, Leanne was undertaking 

her undergraduate courses with the intention of articulating to a postgraduate program. 

She started using computers and the Web in the late 1990s as a requirement of her 

employment, and, at the time of the study, accessed the Web through a desktop 

computer, a laptop computer, an iPad, and an iPhone. Her online learning involved 

access to the university learning management system, extensive use of commercial and 

educational search facilities, and active participation in discussion boards, learning 

forums, and other advanced collaborative learning tools. The conversations with Leanne

predominately centred around the value of workplace-based collegiate support for her 

use of technology.

5.2.9 Peter

Peter, male, aged 53, completed his education to year 12. He then worked in the retail 

industry for 33 years, undertaking numerous work-based learning programs. In his early

40s, he completed certificate-level qualifications in retail management and in training 

and assessment. In his late 40s, Peter moved to a teaching role at a technical college to 

fulfil his interest in education and training and subsequently completed diploma-level 

qualifications in retail management and in training and assessment. He started using 

computers and the Web in 2000, in his early 40s, and, at the time of the study, accessed 

the Web through a desktop computer, a laptop computer, an iPad, and an iPhone. His 

online learning involved access to the university learning management system and the 
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use of Google search and e-mail. He did not use discussion boards or forums. Peter did 

not consider the activities he participated in while undertaking his undergraduate 

university courses as being online learning. He indicated that he reserved the term 

'online learning' for the dynamic interaction that occurs with purpose-built Web-based 

learning systems. The conversations with Peter predominately centred around the 

difficulties he had experienced in locating hypermedia-based learning resources, and the

effectiveness of his ad hoc workplace-based collaborative learning support.

5.2.10 Tom

Tom, male, aged 45, completed his secondary education to year 10. He then undertook a

fitting and turning apprenticeship while working in the mechanical engineering industry.

He subsequently went on to work as a maintenance fitter and turner and then as a 

workplace supervisor. He started using computers and the Web in the late 1990s, while 

in his early 30s, and, at the time of the study, accessed the Web through a laptop 

computer, an iPad and an iPhone. His online learning involved access to the university 

learning management system and the use of Google search, e-mail, and forums. Tom 

had very infrequent use of computers and the Web outside his educational requirements.

The conversations with Tom predominately centred around the value of support for his 

use of technology, and the difficulties he had experienced developing his understanding 

in an independent learning environment.
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Chapter Six

Conceptualising the Experience of Online Learning

The previous chapter has provided an overview of the prior education, training, and use 

of technology by the ten participants in the study and individual accounts of these and 

other factors that were acknowledged as shaping their experience of online learning. 

This chapter is concerned with identifying and describing overarching themes that 

emerged from the conversations with participants and which, as such, represent the 

development of higher-order concepts across cases, as is advocated in IPA (Smith et al., 

2009).

Online learning was understood by the participants as the acquisition of 

information and the ideas of others, mostly in the form of hypermedia-based resources, 

and the independent development and expression of ideas towards the completion of 

university assessment tasks, mostly in the form of computer-based documents. The 

analysis of conversations with the participants revealed both a commonality and an 

individuality within their experiences of online learning, which was manifested during 

the data analysis as a convergence and divergence of emergent themes. Most notably in 

this study, three elements of the experience of online learning were identified through 

the convergence of emergent themes: the use of technology, the use of hypermedia, and 

independent learning. The identification of these three elements emerged as a key to 

unlocking an understanding of participant experiences during the data analysis process 

and it enabled the conceptualisation of the experience of online learning presented in 

this chapter.

Section 6.1 below describes how the experience of online learning for 

participants was influenced by the learning they had previously undertaken and how 

these experiences, it turn, were a major factor in determining the extent of their learner 

satisfaction. Section 6.2 provides an overview of the commonality of experiences that 

led to a convergence of themes during analysis and to a conceptualisation of the 

experience of online learning as consisting of three distinct elements. Section 6.3 

provides an overview of the individuality of experiences that led to a divergence of 

themes during analysis and to an enriched understanding of this conceptualisation. 

Section 6.4 discusses this conceptualisation in view of the existing literature on the 
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subject. The four sections of this chapter, then, provide and discuss a conceptual 

overview of the findings of the study, which is considered pivotal to the more detailed 

findings provided in the chapters that follow.

6.1 The Experience of Online Learning

The experience of online learning, as reported by the participants, was found to be 

extensively influenced by the learning they had previously undertaken in education 

environments, in workplaces, and through life experiences. Their prior learning was 

thus interpreted as being a major factor, external to their current learning environment, 

that shaped their experience of online learning. This factor together with other factors 

within their learning environment largely determined their experience of online 

learning, which, in turn, was a major factor in determining the extent of their learner 

satisfaction.

6.1.1 Prior learning and the experience of online learning

Across the three identified elements of the experience of online learning, the prior 

knowledge and skills of participants was frequently identified as a highly influential yet 

idiosyncratic factor in shaping their learning experience. This influence was most 

frequently identified as a disjunction between the knowledge and skills brought to their 

learning and the expectations of their initial assessment tasks. As adult learners with 

diverse backgrounds, there was a notable divergence in experiences related to this 

disjunction.

In relation to the use of technology, the two participants with fewer than 10 years

experience of computer use reported stress and frustration, while the four participants 

with more than 30 years experience did not report any prominent disturbance to their 

personal well-being. Lack of prior learning as a contributor to their learning difficulties 

was identified by many participants. For example, Tom, with 15 years experience in the 

use of computers, reported that his difficulties were due more to his previous 

employment than to his age:

I don't really think it's my age that has really had an impact. I really feel 

it's education. Not so much the fact that I left school at year 10. I think 

it's just maybe the environment that I was working in. I was working in 

the metal industries.
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Similarly, in relation to the use of hypermedia, Peter had little prior formal education 

and reported that his ability to search for learning resources was not a skill that he had 

developed:

There's a real technique to researching, apparently, so I'm told.... I left 

school at 16, never went to uni …, and never really had to do any of that 

type of research, until 18 months ago. It's not a skill that I really have.

In relation to independent learning, Deborah described how a lack of prior learning had 

determined a notable gap between her initial capacity for understanding and that 

required by her learning and assessment activities:

Initially, it [independent learning] was just overwhelming. Reading 

something, and trying to understand it, obviously being a different 

'language' to what I'd considered before. And, it was quite daunting, to 

actually make myself sit in the study and shut the door.

The impact of such a lack of prior learning in relation to each of the three elements was 

reported by the participants as giving rise to a diverse range of issues and experiences, 

as detailed and discussed in the chapters that follow.

6.1.2 The experience of online learning and learner satisfaction

The experience of learner satisfaction was expressed by many participants as a response

to situations that arose across all three elements of their experience of online learning. 

Satisfaction with their learning was frequently expressed in terms of a developing self-

confidence, as determined by both internal and external criteria. Internal criteria were 

interpreted as participants' own markers of success. Some participants indicated that 

meeting learning expectations with decreased support from others was indicative of the 

development of increased self-reliance in their learning. Leanne described, in 

enthusiastic terms, experiencing a great sense of achievement, a developing self-

confidence, arising from self-reliance in processes of understanding or in locating 

learning resources:

If you work something out, or you find something and you get the 

information you need, there is this great sense of achievement. And, it's 

like being autonomous, I suppose.

Ken indicated that the development of his increased confidence arose from self-reliance,

particularly in his independent learning activities, and that this self-reliance additionally 
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enabling the development of a deeper level of learning:

The best aspect [of learning on my own] would be that it is such a deep 

learning. That, … once everything is worked out, I think that this is 

something that I can be fairly confident that I will be able to use over 

and over again.

He proceeded to indicate that the markers of his satisfaction with his developing self-

reliance were internally referenced – to the goals he was setting himself:

It was a new learning process, for me. In the beginning, I found it very 

demanding. It’s still demanding but I have developed more confidence in 

that I will get to achieve the goals that I’m setting myself.

Many participants also indicated that external criteria, satisfactory or high assessment 

grades provided a formal recognition of their developing self-reliance and 

acknowledgement that their knowledge and skills had met accepted standards.

The reassurance, to me, was when I actually started getting better marks 

back. I started to get more confidence. The encouragement came when I 

started doing better, and then I’ve gone: “Oh! A credit. Yeah!” And then, 

when I got a distinction, I’m like stoked.

6.2 The Convergence of Themes

Many of the super-ordinate themes that emerged from the data analysis process were 

found to converge around discrete elements of online learning. As an example, many 

participants narrated stories indicating that the vast resources of the Web and the 

navigational and exploratory characteristics of hypermedia enabled a heightened level 

of learner engagement. However, many participants reported experiencing frustration 

with their inability to readily locate learning resources in a hypermedia environment, 

and some participants reported feelings of disorientation when accessing hypermedia. 

These super-ordinate themes of heightened learner engagement, frustration, and 

disorientation were given prominence through their recurrence from one participant to 

another. They, together with other such themes sharing a thematic convergence around 

hypermedia, contributed to 'the use of hypermedia' being considered a discrete element 

of the experience of online learning. This convergence of themes evolved in response to 

the concerns of the researcher in responding to the primary research question: 'What are 

the issues facing older workers in online learning environments?' As such, the concern 

106



was with the pedagogical implications of these issues, most notably in the ways in 

which the issues might be addressed.

Three such elements of the experience of online learning were identified: the use

of technology, the use of hypermedia, and independent learning. These three elements 

were interpreted as having a largely sequential interrelationship. The use of technology 

underpinned the ability to use hypermedia, which, in turn, underpinned the capacity to 

learn independently within an online learning environment. The relevance of each of 

these three elements was indicated by the recurrence of related super-ordinate themes, 

in that these themes were experienced by all or many of the participants. Numeration 

similarly contributed to the relevance of each of these elements, through the number of 

items of conversation supporting the recognition of each super-ordinate theme. The total

number of items of conversation across all ten participants in the entire study was 1109. 

Of these, 473 items were unrelated to the experience of online learning. Of the 

remaining 636 items, 226 were related to the use of technology, 163 to the use of 

hypermedia, and 247 to independent learning. No items of conversation were identified 

that related to the experience of online learning and yet were not related to one of these 

three elements. These three elements, illustrated below with exemplary narrative 

extracts, have thus determined the way in which the findings of the study have been 

presented in the chapters that follow.

6.2.1 The use of technology

The conversations with participants resulted in many narratives identifying the use of 

technology as an element in the experience of online learning. The use of technology 

brought benefits to their learning, most notably through communication that enabled 

greater flexibility in the timing, location, and nature of their learning engagement. 

However, it also brought issues in terms of essential requirements for usage skills, most 

notably presenting difficulties for those who were computer novices or for those who 

had the least experience.

Kerry was one of the participants who was comparatively new to the use of 

technology and did not have well-developed technological skills. She identified the use 

of technology, as an element of her experience of online learning, to be the principal 

source of her difficulties:
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That's probably when I lose the plot, when it comes to the technology 

side of things. The learning side, no worries! I haven't got a problem 

with that. But, when the technology just hits you in the face, and you go: 

“I've got no idea!” That's when it [online learning]'s at its worst.

Tom was another participant who was comparatively new to the use of 

technology and identified a lack of familiarity as the source of his difficulties. He 

indicated that, while his initial education had not included or required the use of 

computers, it was his previous employment that had allowed the disparity between his 

skills, and those of his fellow employees, to develop:

I don't really think it's my age that has really had an impact. I really feel 

it's education. Not so much the fact that I left school at year 10. I think 

it's just maybe the environment that I was working in – I was working in 

the metal industries. And, having a lot to do with computers wasn't such 

a thing to do. Whereas, I noticed in the last three to four years of my 

working life, I was working with others who were 10 to 15 years younger

than me, and I was amazed at how easily they could do work on a 

computer.

Deborah similarly indicated the use of technology to be an element of her 

experience of online learning. However, by comparison with Kerry and Tom, she had 

well-developed skills, with many decades of experience in computer use. In a lengthy 

narrative describing previous issues that arose for her, and that may arise for other first-

time online learners, she positioned the use of technology as a foundational element in a

sequence, a 'first hurdle' to be overcome, that enabled other aspects of her online 

learning to proceed:

I could see that it is often difficult, particularly for first-time users of 

online or remote study, to actually get over those first hurdles. 

Particularly if their ICT skills aren't very good. So, I can see how it could

be difficult. But, certainly in my circumstances, I don't have problems 

with my ICT skills. So, I think that was the first hurdle.

6.2.2 The use of hypermedia

Many narratives also identified the use of hypermedia as an element in the experience of
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online learning. Participants reported benefits that arose from the use of hypermedia; 

principally centred around the opportunities for ready access to the vast resources of the 

Web, the use of search engines, and hyper-links; that enabled exploration or navigation 

to locate these resources, and the resultant impact on their learning. However, many 

participants also reported issues wherein their search for hypermedia-based resources 

gave rise to distraction and lost time associated with this process. Many participants also

experienced a pronounced frustration at being unable to locate suitable hypermedia-

based resources from within the vast resources of the Web, while three participants 

experienced disorientation and a sense of being lost in the hypermedia environment.

Tom, for example, as a novice user of hypermedia, reported frustration with his 

inability to readily locate specific learning resources on the Web. In common with seven

other participants, he specifically used the term 'frustration' to describe the process of 

locating resources on the Web. He indicated that it was the use of hypermedia, as an 

element of his experience of online learning, that resulted in this frustration:

Maybe, sometimes, maybe I need to find a reference, on a paper that I'm 

writing. And, … I'll Google it. And, I just can't seem to crack it, can't 

seem to locate it. … Trying to find something, and I get frustrated, which 

brings on the feeling of being lost. And, I think: “How do other people 

find it?... I've changed the wording, I've changed this, I've changed that.”

Some people just can. I don't know. It must be a thought process that I 

just haven't worked on enough to make it click. But, like I say, I do think 

I'm getting better at that.

6.2.3 Independent learning

Many narratives also identified the concept of independent learning as an element in the

experience of online learning. Participants narrated how their learning independence 

had developed over time and the issues that arose for them in what they perceived as the

absence of adequate direction. These issues were most notably attributed, by the 

participants, to a lack of familiarity with learning procedures and a lack of confidence in

their capacity to understand the contents of their assessment tasks and associated 

learning resources.

Daniel, for example, indicated that it was independent learning, as an element of 
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his experience of online learning, that was inhibiting his ability to effectively complete 

learning activities:

You've got nobody there to … give you a bit of a, you know: “Wake up, 

Joe! What are you doing?” … You've got nobody there … holding your 

hand, if you will. Or … minding you in, like they do in the classroom. 

There's nobody there to … lead you through the process. You're very 

much doing it yourself. And, if you don't have that discipline, if you don't 

have that focus, if you're, for whatever reason, not on the ball, you won't 

do a good job of it, or you'll completely mess it up! And, it just won't 

happen.

Deborah was one of several participants who had confidence in her capacity for 

independent learning, yet reported that her abilities had developed over time. She 

indicated that it was independent learning that had prevented her participation in online 

learning in the past:

I think I'm more confident now than I was previously. … Ten years ago, I 

would not have even considered doing an online class. One, because I 

don't like to learn in isolation. I like to be able to talk to people, and 

bounce ideas off people.

6.2.4 Alternative conceptualisations

The conceptualisation presented above, where the experience of online learning was 

presented in terms of three distinct elements, was not the only conceptualisation that 

could have been identified during the data analysis process. The analysis conceptualised

these elements in response to the concerns of the researcher in responding to the 

primary research question regarding the issues facing the participants in their online 

learning environment. As such, this conceptualisation emerged in response to a 

consideration of issues associated with learning and pedagogical considerations. 

Alternative conceptualisations could have been identified from the data analysis process

in response to other considerations. For example, the participants frequently reported 

emotional responses to the issues they encountered in their online learning environment.

Some participants expressed insecurity, which they attributed to a lack of reliability in 

the functioning of computer equipment. Many participants reported experiencing a more

pronounced frustration at being unable to locate suitable hypermedia-based resources 
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from within the vast resources of the Web. Many expressed a lack of confidence in their 

capacity to understand the content of their assessment tasks and associated learning 

resources. An alternative conceptualisation could thus have been identified, had the 

research questions pointed to a concern for such psychological considerations. It was 

the concern for issues associated with learning, as may be addressed through 

pedagogical considerations, that determined the conceptualisation of the experience of 

online learning as consisting of the three distinct elements articulated here. As such, this

conceptualisation forms the basis of the presentation of the findings of this study in the 

three chapters that follow.

6.3 The Divergence of Themes

Many of the super-ordinate themes that emerged from the data analysis process were 

found to diverge from the commonality of experience of online learning indicated by 

the convergence of themes observed above. For example, some participants narrated 

stories indicating that some of the issues encountered by other participants were 

inconsequential to their experience. Conversely, some participants narrated stories 

indicating that they had experiences and issues that were unique and of great 

consequence to their learning. This divergence of themes did not detract from the 

conceptualisation of the experience of online learning represented in the identification 

of the three elements above. Rather, it contributed to a more comprehensive 

understanding of the convergence of themes indicated by participants in narrating their 

experiences of online learning. Three notable divergences are presented below.

6.3.1 The definition of online learning

One divergence from the commonality of experience of online learning related to the 

definition of online learning. Two participants indicated that they did not relate to the 

description of the learning program they were undertaking as online learning. They 

implied that the electronic communication and access to resources online were not 

sufficient criteria for defining online learning.

Leanne had previously participated in short online training courses as part of her 

professional development activities. These courses had involved online quizzes that 

both provided information and served as assessment tasks. She did not consider the 

ready availability of learning resources online through the university Website to 
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constitute online learning:

Currently, a lot of our learning resources at university are up online. But 

I don't consider that to be online learning, because, to me, that's posting 

resources online. It's not, in a sense, it's not what online learning is. 

That's delivery of resource.

Peter had similarly participated in work-related online training courses and 

remarked that the university program was not really online, referring to the university 

learning management system as simply a repository for resources:

It's just a Website where I can access information. … It's not really an 

online program, from my point of view. So, … the Website is just a 

receptacle for storing documents, and instructions on what to do, and 

course profiles, and resources, and things like that.

6.3.2 The experiences of Kerry

Kerry's experiences were prominently atypical, in that she indicated that she had 

developed a high level of skills in independent learning in comparison with her low 

levels of skills in the use of technology. She was comparatively new to the use of 

technology, having commenced her use of computers within the last eight years, but 

having not taken up the use of computers in her personal life or employment. She had 

no experience of computers in her undergraduate studies, undertaken some time 

previously, and she had limited experience of computers in subsequent vocational 

programs. By comparison, she reported that she had previously undertaken her degree 

and many subsequent short vocational programs in horticulture, all of which had 

developed her proficiency in learning independently. She indicated that it was only the 

use of technology, as an element of her experience of online learning, that presented her 

with difficulties:

To me, learning is just part of my make-up. That's what I do. So, I don't 

have a problem with getting information, interpreting it, and giving 

someone what they want, in an assessment. Every, but every, barrier I 

come across is a technological problem. So, I could, quite easily, go and 

do this in a library, with books, and happily do it on my own, no 

problems at all.
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6.3.3 The experiences of Jeffrey

Jeffrey's experiences were also prominently atypical in the high levels of disorientation 

that he reported in his use of hypermedia, in which he described losing his sense of 

direction, as being unable to orient himself in his learning environment. He indicated 

that it was the use of hypermedia that presented the most pronounced difficulty in his 

experience of online learning. The extent of this disorientation was reported to be so 

pronounced at times that he developed a sense of being lost:

Getting lost online would probably be the worst [aspect of online 

learning], where you're just going round, and not knowing, having no 

idea where I'm going or what I'm doing, other than just trying to find 

links that may, and it's just a process of elimination: “Do I try this link? 

Oh! Okay! Lost.”

He described his medical condition, Asperger's syndrome, as being the source of 

the disorientation he experienced in his online learning environment:

I do have ADD and Asperger's, and one of the things with that is, the 

tunnel vision effect. I get so absorbed in something that I lose all focus. 

And that's where, particularly having ADD and Asperger's, the mapping,

the neurological, the mental mapping of stuff, means that it's easier to 

get lost in a maze.

He also reported that the impact of his medical condition had become more pronounced 

with increasing age:

My experience of ADD and Asperger's is much greater now I'm older.

6.4 Discussion

The conceptualisation of the experience of online learning for these participants as three

discrete elements provided a structure to the experience, which was found to assist 

analysis and understanding, and to provide a framework for discussing appropriate 

support strategies. In the chapters that follow, each of these elements can be seen as 

benefiting, for this cohort of learners, from its own unique types of support. As such, the

findings of this study may be used to inform support strategies for similar cohorts of 

learners in undergraduate online learning environments. A rationale for the use of the 

term 'online learning' and a discussion regarding the conceptualisation of the experience
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of online learning are presented below, advancing an understanding of the position of 

this study within the literature in the field.

6.4.1 Use of the term 'online learning'

The term 'online learning' is frequently seen in the academic literature as identifying a 

category of distance learning, where the learner uses some form of technology, usually a

computer, to access resources and participate in activities (Anderson, 2008a; Moore & 

Kearsley, 2012). A study of the use of terms to describe various distance learning 

environments, across 12 countries, including Australia, revealed that “there are different

expectations and perceptions of learning environment labels: distance learning, e-

Learning, and online learning” (Moore, Dickson-Deane, & Galyen, 2011, p. 129). The 

study showed, however, that the term 'online learning' was most frequently associated 

with “access to learning experiences via the use of some technology” (p. 130) and was 

considered to be a more recent version of distance learning – one that had come to 

incorporate access to the Web. As such, the term was considered appropriate within this 

study in describing the phenomenon under investigation.

However, these academic considerations were not the principal basis of 

identifying the phenomenon to participants. The term 'online learning,' used in the 

interview questions, was determined by a consideration of the appropriateness of the 

term to the phenomenon under investigation from the perspective of the participants. 

The use of appropriate terminology is considered important in IPA, where there is a 

need to identify the field of enquiry to participants, but to not unduly influence their 

responses, as may occur with the use of terms which may include assumptions about the

characteristics of their learning experiences: “In phrasing particular questions, it is 

important to choose formulations which are open (rather than closed), and which do not 

make too many assumptions about the participant's experiences or concerns, or lead 

them towards particular answers” (Smith et al., 2009, p. 60).

Participants in this study, in reflecting on their program, generally referred to 

their learning environment as 'online learning'. They also notably reinforced this 

reference through the use of vernacular expressions such as 'online shopping', 'online 

banking', and 'online dating' in association with other online activities in their 

employment and personal lives. In these uses, the word 'online' was associated with 
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activities that predominantly made use of the Web. Deborah, for example, in 

commenting on the increased use of the Web in her personal life and employment, 

remarked that:

I think you do everything online now. … I pay all my bills online. I do all 

my banking online. I even work from home online.

The use of the term online learning by participants was thus considered typical in 

describing the courses within their undergraduate program. The views of the two 

participants expressed in Subsection 6.3.1 above, were thus atypical, in that they were 

considered to be applying a more restricted interpretation of the term 'online learning', 

possibly due to the association of the term with their having previously undertaken short

interactive training courses online. The decision, following the pilot study, to change the

term 'Web-based learning' to 'online learning' and to continue its use, was therefore 

considered appropriate in investigating the phenomenon, where, with a research method

that was predominantly inductive and phenomenological, it was important to identify 

for participants the phenomenon that was to be the topic of the conversations.

6.4.2 Concepts of the experiences of online learning

A number of studies have been conducted into the experiences of online learning by 

adult learners. In response, lists of factors that may contribute to the effectiveness or 

otherwise of online learning have previously been developed, and as such, represent a 

convergence of themes. However, the conceptualisation of the experiences of online 

learning as three distinct elements, and as a framework for discussing support strategies,

was not located in the literature. For example, a report by Choy, McNickle, and Clayton 

(2002) investigated student expectations and experiences of online learning for a diverse

range of learners across the states of Australia. Many of the 201 participants were adult 

learners and 40 percent were aged over 40 years and undertaking vocational training 

courses. Many of the participants were thus in a similar age group and background to 

the participants in this study. The analysis of learner experiences showed that the most 

prominent issues were those related to shortcomings in the teachers and their practices, 

most frequently related to the delay in response from teachers to requests for 

information, and to the technological problems they encountered. As such, the report 

identified the use of technology and independent learning as overarching concerns, two 

elements identified in this study. A study of 76 graduate students in the United States by 
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Song, Singleton, Hill, and Koh (2004) had 29 participants who were 40 years of age or 

over, many of whom were first-time online learners. That study reported that 

“participants indicated that technical problems, a perceived lack of sense of community, 

time constraints, and the difficulty in understanding the objectives of the online courses 

as challenges” (p. 59), and that “the biggest challenge reported by study participants 

were [sic] technical problems (58%)” (p. 67). This report thus similarly identified the 

use of technology and the characteristics of independent learning as overarching 

concerns. A study by Knightley (2007) reported the experiences of 79 socially 

disadvantaged adult learners, undertaking online learning courses with the Open 

University in the United Kingdom. Participants generally reported the benefits of online

learning and expressed enthusiasm for their online learning program. They “felt they 

gained through the particular types of accessibility, flexibility and convenience offered 

by learning online. The facility to participate in online conferences and discussions 

enabled students to feel less isolated and more part of the learning community” (p. 280).

However, issues that the participants may have experienced with their online learning 

were not identified or discussed in the study.

The studies referred to above reported the experiences of adult learners in online 

learning environments and, where issues were identified, indicated that some of these 

learners had difficulty with the use of technology and with independent learning, 

elements identified in this study. The studies used generic interviewing techniques that 

were not principally inductive and, while identifying the experiences of adult learners in

online learning environments, did not identify and describe the three distinct elements 

of online learning that emerged in this study. Notably missing from these studies was 

the identification of the use of hypermedia in describing the issues associated with 

online learning. This study, through the identification and nuanced description of issues 

and experiences identified though the in-depth analysis employed in IPA, contributes a 

more comprehensive and detailed conceptualisation.

The above reports, while concerned to some extent with a convergence of 

themes, and the identification and description of experiences and issues with online 

learning, did not notably identify a divergence in themes. However, a theoretical article 

discussing the characteristics of adult learners and the associated implications for the 

design of online learning environments by Cercone (2008), points to such a divergence 
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as a critical factor. The article refers to adult learners as likely to have participated in 

prior learning activities at school, where they were 'dependent' learners. Cercone argued

that, with diverse educational and employment backgrounds, adult learners in a new 

online learning environment require diverse individual needs in the development of 

their independent leaning skills, and that “the primary consideration of instructors as 

they design online learning environments should be that each learner is a unique being” 

(Cercone, 2008, p. 151). This study can thus be seen as a response to such 

considerations, through an identification and nuanced description of the issues and 

experiences of a cohort of older adult learners in undergraduate learning.

6.4.3 A relational model of the elements of the experience of online learning

The two major factors that relate to the experience of online learning, identified in 

Section 6.1 above, and the three elements of the experience of online learning, identified

in Section 6.2 above, emerged definitively during the data analysis phase of the study. 

These factors and elements were interpreted as being sequentially interrelated, as is 

represented in the simple relational model shown in Figure 6.1 below.

Figure 6.1: A representation of the elements of the experience of online learning.

The prior learning of participants was a pronounced and idiosyncratic influence 

on their experience of online learning. Figure 6.1 shows prior learning on the left as an 

initial factor shaping the experience of online learning for these participants. The arrow, 

as for other arrows in the figure, represents a directional enabling influence – in this 

case the influence that prior learning had on their experience of online learning. The 

three elements of the experience of online learning in the figure were similarly 

interpreted as having a largely sequential interrelationship. The use of technology was 

considered to enable the use of hypermedia, which, in turn, enabled independent 
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learning in the online learning environment. The experience of online learning was 

highly influential in determining the extent of learner satisfaction experienced by 

participants, shown on the right. The three elements of the experience of online learning

represented in this figure comprise the sum of the experience of online learning for the 

participants and thus comprehensively address the research topic of this study. These 

three elements have determined the way in which the findings of the study have been 

presented. They are described and discussed in the following chapters: Chapter Seven: 

The Use of Technology, Chapter Eight: The Use of Hypermedia, and Chapter Nine: 

Independent Learning.
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Chapter Seven

The Use of Technology

The previous chapter conceptualised the experience of online learning for the study 

participants and identified and described the three elements of the experience of online 

learning that emerged from the data analysis. This chapter relates to the first element, 

the use of technology, as a foundation that enabled the participants to engage in online 

learning. The essence of their experience of the use of technology was, for many of the 

participants, a tension between the benefits that it brought to their learning experience 

and the associated issues that adversely impacted on their learning and personal well-

being. Such issues were reported as having the potential to be addressed largely through

increased familiarity with the use of technology and the support from other more 

knowledgeable individuals in the immediate environment.

Benefits from the use of technology were reported by all ten of the participants 

and narrated in 55 items of conversation, as described in Section 7.1 below. Issues seen 

as having an adverse impact on their learning or personal well-being were reported by 

five of the participants and narrated in 82 items of conversation, as described in Section 

7.2. Section 7.3 describes the circumstances that were seen as addressing these issues, 

as reported by eight of the participants and narrated in 89 items of conversation. The 

concluding Section 7.4 discusses the experiences of these study participants in the light 

of previous research in the field.

7.1 Benefits Arising from the Use of Technology

The benefits that arose from the use of technology were principally centred around 

expanded opportunities for access to information and for communication that enabled 

greater flexibility in the timing, location, and nature of their learning engagement. These

benefits were often presented by the participants as statements comparing the 

experiences of online learning with previous experiences of face-to-face learning 

environments. The opportunities for greater flexibility in the timing, location, and nature

of their learning engagement, for greater efficiency and enjoyment, were reported as the

principal benefits of the use of technology that emerged from the conversations with 

participants. This flexibility was manifested in diverse ways and enabled a diverse range
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of benefits. Greater flexibility in the timing and location of participants' learning 

enabled them to arrange their learning activities around busy employment schedules and

family commitments. Greater flexibility also enabled the learners to select and sequence

learning activities within the parameters of their chosen timing and location and, on 

occasions, to multi-task. Most notably, the opportunities for greater flexibility in the 

timing and location of participants' learning engagement were reported, by some, as 

being not only beneficial to their efficiency and enjoyment but critical to their 

participation in the learning program.

7.1.1 Flexibility in the timing of learning

All participants, when questioned about the benefits of online learning, reported that the

use of technology – through their ability to access resources on demand and to 

communicate asynchronously – enabled them to have greater flexibility in the timing of 

their learning.

For some participants, such flexibility enabled them to undertake their learning 

activities late at night, allowing them to maintain their employment and family 

activities. Glenda reported that online learning enabled her to study late at night, 

without interrupting the other activities in her life:

And, the fact that I can do it at any [time]. I'm a night studier. I might 

start at eleven o'clock, and study through. So, that again is great, 

because I can work it around my life. So, studying doesn't interrupt my 

life. I just reorganise it a little.

Peter similarly reported that flexibility in the timing of his learning enabled him to study

late at night or into the early morning:

Just go along, doing it late at night, sitting at home, up 'til one o'clock in 

the morning, or whenever, just doing a bit of research.

Jeffrey remarked that such flexibility, enabling him to study late at night, suiting his 

family needs, was one of the best aspects of his online learning:

Oh! Definitely the convenience of time [is a benefit]. … And, 

particularly, to suit the family needs, being able to study online in the 

middle of the night. So, as far as some of the best aspects [of online 

learning], that would be it.

For Kathy, such flexibility in timing was reported to be the best aspect of her online 
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learning:

[The] best [aspect of online learning] is being able to do it any time, 

whenever it suits me, doesn't matter when, whenever it suits.

For some participants, this flexibility in the timing of their learning brought 

benefits beyond those enabling them to undertake their learning activities late at night. 

They reported that online learning was associated with an ability to access, store, 

process and communicate information at a time and in a manner of their choosing. 

Deborah commenced her narrative by remarking that online learning enabled her to 

choose the most suitable times for learning:

I suppose [with] the online learning, the advantage is there, or the part-

time, or the flexible-type learning, is that you have a very busy life, and 

you fit it into wherever you want to fit it in.

She then proceeded to remark that this ability, in turn, enabled her to access information

that she considered most relevant to her learning needs at the time, by comparison with 

the dictates of group-based face-to-face learning environments, where the provision of 

information is more determined by others:

… rather than having to go to a class, and being given information that 

the facilitator thinks you need, whether you need it or not!

Glenda described the benefits of online learning in an extensive narrative in which she 

assigned these benefits to the use of technology. She commenced by reporting that 

online learning enabled her to access information in response to her learning needs:

So, the online environment, for me, suits me really well. Because, I can 

digest everything I have to.

She then proceeded to describe how the use of technology, in the form of asynchronous 

and synchronous communication, enabled her to request further information to support 

her learning, once again, in response to her learning needs:

And, then, if I need some clarification, I'll quite happily get on and either

e-mail, or talk to the person, or whatever the facility is available for me 

to contact the lecturer, or the teacher, or whoever might be taking it. So, 

for me, I love online, as a student.

She also reported that the use of technology enabled her to not only gather but 

communicate information, in the form of completed assessment tasks, speedily and at a 
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time of her choosing:

I like the ability of just uploading: “There, assignments done! Uploaded!

It's gone!”

The use of technology also provided her with the ability to store and process 

information, for ready access, when she chose:

And, the fact that you can have … your glossary, and your links, and all 

that type of thing there, and easy to update, too. So, the information can 

be readily updated.

7.1.2 Flexibility in the location of learning

Some of the participants reported that the use of technology for remote communications

enabled them to have flexibility in the location of their learning. Glenda was one of a 

number of participants who expressed enthusiasm that such flexibility enabled access to 

information without travelling:

From a plus side, … the flexibility, and the ability to access information 

at my fingertips, without actually going anywhere, is amazing.

Leanne reported that such flexibility enabled her to choose a more amenable 

environment for her learning:

It's enjoyable in the fact that you can do that [learning] in comfort, in 

your pyjamas at home, or whatever it might be. You don't have to go into 

university.

Kerry reported that the flexibility contributed to her choice to undertake her degree. 

Firstly, it removed the need for unpleasant travel:

And, the distance [is a consideration]... I would do it if it was down here,

but, of course, the course that we want to do is obviously up in [another 

city]. So, there's no travel [with online learning] as well. And that 

[travel], in one, is a nightmare, at the best of times.

Secondly, it enabled the choice of a more amenable learning environment:

So, that's just not having to travel, and being at home, having a bit of a 

snack, having a lovely Chardy [white wine] while you're picking up some

amazing ideas. That sort of environment is great to study in. Whereas, 

I'm not real flash at going to a library and studying. Having all that 

information right in front of me, now, is really good.
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7.1.3 Flexibility in the sequencing of learning activities

Participants also reported that communications technology enabled them to have 

flexibility in the type and sequence of learning activities, with greater effectiveness in 

both the use of their time and the learning process. In a long narrative describing the 

benefits of online learning, Daniel drew attention to how flexibility in the sequencing of

his learning activities enabled him to intersperse learning with his other activities:

I might even get up, and go and have a sleep for half an hour, and come 

back, back into it. And, while I'm off doing whatever I'm doing, away 

from my desk, I'll be thinking about what I'm writing, or what I'm 

reading. And, I'll be running it back through my head and everything 

else. So, I'll distract myself with doing something else, like a bit of 

housework, or whatever, or having a sleep.

He then indicated that this sequence enabled a refreshing mental break that contributed 

to meeting his learning needs and preferences:

But, it's keeping my mind fresh rather than sitting here staring at the 

computer screen and my readings. So, I get up and exercise a bit, by 

going upstairs, coming downstairs. Because my study's upstairs, so I 

come downstairs, do some washing, back up, whatever. But, it's that 

movement around, and it gives me that thinking and breathing time. And,

it seems to be the way that I function the best.

Glenda reported that flexibility in the type and sequence of her learning activities 

similarly enabled her to engage in learning at a time of her choice:

The fact that it is flexible. I can pick it up and work with it any time I 

want. And, I can put it on hold while [I attend to other things].

She remarked that, with group-based face-to-face learning, the sequence of her learning 

activities may be dictated by other circumstances:

Because, often, in a face-to-face class, someone will say something, and 

you think: “Oh! I'd like to find out a little bit more about that.” And, 

you've got to write it down, and maybe get back to it later.

She contrasted this with online learning, where flexibility in the type and sequence of 

learning activities contributed to her learning effectiveness:

Whereas, if I've Googled something, got some information, and thought: 

123



“Oh! You can follow that link.” You can follow the tree very easily, to get

more information. So, it's the instant thing of: “Oh! I'll look at that.” 

And, you can just go in, and Google it, and find it.

Leanne also reported that flexibility in the type and sequence of her learning activities 

enabled her to work at a pace and in a way that was suitable to her learning needs and 

preferences, rather than at a pace and in a way determined by others, as may occur in a 

face-to-face learning environment:

The best aspects, I think, are that sense of achievement, and the fact that 

you can work at your own pace. No one's judging you. … There's no one 

saying: “You're so slow at that!” or “What are you doing? Why are you 

doing it that way?” No one's asking you those questions. So, you can just

get on with it. You can do it. You can do it whenever you like.

7.1.4 Flexibility can be critical to participation

Flexibility in the timing and location of their learning, as described above, was more 

than a convenience for some of the participants. Glenda, Kathy, and Kerry reported that 

the flexibility inherent in the use of communications technology with online learning 

was a critical factor in determining their choice to undertake their learning program.

Each of these women described circumstances, similar to one another, in which 

the flexibility in the timing and location enabled them to undertake learning activities 

outside working hours. For Glenda, flexibility in the timing of her learning enabled her 

to schedule learning activities around the commitments of her work and business 

activities:

I think it [undertaking the learning program] probably would have 

stalled. Purely because, with full-time work, and with another business, 

and my business as well, there's only so many hours in a day that you 

can actually turn up to a class.

She proceeded to describe how the use of communications technology inherent in online

learning was critical to her undertaking a learning program that she had long wanted to:

Without the online facility, I really don't think it would have continued, 

even at the level that it is. There is no way, working full-time with 

another two businesses on the side, that I would ever have put up my 

hand to do a Bachelors. Always wanted to! Always! But I just don't think 
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I would have been able to look at it and say: “I can do that,” because of 

the time facility. Something would have to have dropped back.

She continued to describe how the use of such communications technology was critical 

to her undertaking a learning program that was important to her:

And I guess having to commit to [attendance at university] …. Let's say I

would have to go so many days a week, or so many half days, with work, 

it just wouldn't have been possible. So, you know, the online facility has 

actually given me the opportunity to do something I've always wanted to 

do, but circumstances have never actually allowed me to do it. So, that's 

been a bonus for me.

Kathy reported similar circumstances, where the availability of a learning program 

enabling flexibility in the timing of her learning was a critical factor in her decision to 

undertake learning at an undergraduate level, and where face-to-face learning programs 

would have been too difficult:

The fundamental value of online learning is that it allows me to study. 

And, I would not be doing this course, probably, through [university], if 

online learning wasn't available – or off-campus they're calling it. To me,

it's online learning. … That's what I looked for, too. … That was one of 

my criteria, when I was looking for a course.

For Kerry, the availability of a learning program that enabled flexibility in the timing of 

her learning was also critical to her decision to undertake her undergraduate program:

I thought, many years ago, I would love to do some sort of training 

degree. I thought: “I can't. How am I going to go to uni. and do that?” 

And, now, obviously, you can. Because, it's basically online, but there is 

some face-to-face element. But, I just don't think it would have been 

possible. You'd have to take time off to go. It's as simple as that. And 

that's just, when times are hard, you can't be losing out on the dollars. 

So, certainly flexible! So, that's a good thing.

7.2 Issues Arising from the Use of Technology

While all participants reported benefits as a result of the use of technology, five reported

experiences that were characterised by disunity – a tension between the benefits they 

attributed to the use of technology and the issues that arose from that use. The benefits 

125



arising from the use of technology, as detailed in Section 7.1 above, were countered by 

the issues that adversely impacted on their learning and personal well-being. Issues 

were principally experienced as frustration, an emotional response to the opposition to 

the expedient progress of their learning. These issues arose most notably from two 

sources: the complexity and unreliability of the technology, and the participant's own 

lack of familiarity with that technology. For some, the most prominent issues were those

associated with the hardware, while for others, there were issues with communications, 

or the Internet, for downloading or streaming information. There were numerous 

references to frustration in the participants' reports of their experiences with the use of 

technology. Most notably, two participants, Daniel and Kerry, the only participants with 

fewer than 10 years experience in using computers, reported a marked disturbance in 

their personal well-being from the use of technology, which they each described in 

lengthy narratives. At the other extreme, the four participants with more than 30 years 

experience in using computers (Glenda, Jeffrey, Deborah, & Kathy) did not report 

prominent disturbance to their personal well-being, other than to reflect on the lack of 

reliability of computer technology.

7.2.1 The complexity and unreliability of computer technology

Many of the topics of conversation that related to the issues arising from the use of 

technology concerned the lack of effective usability and that technology did not always 

function as it should. Participants reported a lack of effective usability of hardware and 

software, a lack of reliability, and what appeared to be a continual change in software 

technology that contributed to a sense of frustration – an unsatisfactory experience of 

the use of technology. Glenda described the lack of usability and reliability of 

technology as prominent issues in her online learning:

What I don't like, sometimes, is if the platform's not easy to navigate, or 

it's difficult, or it drops out, or things like that. So, often the learning isn't

the issue for me. It is how usable the actual platform is, that they've got it

on.

She also described how she had found the lack of usability and reliability frustrating at 

times:

Low points are always when you can't get on the system. And, that may 

be just because the system is down, or whatever. There is nothing worse 
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than that little blue spinning thing, or the green line that doesn't go 

anywhere. They're frustrating. … My only real downside to online 

learning is that, sometimes, it doesn't work.

She also attributed issues with the use of technology, on occasions, to her own lack of 

familiarity:

I usually have a little bit of a swear, and a glass of red, and go outside, 

sit in the sun, and then come in and go: “Let's start again!” [laughter]. 

My computer gets called some names, at times, that aren't very nice. 

[laughter]. But, often, it's not its fault. It's the operator's fault.

A particular example of issues with complexity and unreliability was that of 

Daniel's reported attempts to address an issue related to data storage, which remained 

unresolved:

I learnt a very good lesson which I still haven't sorted out how I'm going 

to fix. I bought a stand-alone hard drive, because I had a whole heap of 

USB sticks, and I thought: “What I'll do is: I'll strip all the data off those

and put them onto this and then I can filter it back onto them, and sort it 

all out. What could possibly go wrong?”

He proceeded to narrate how he had simply replaced a complex system of data storage 

with an unreliable one:

So, I managed to load a lot of it onto here [indicating to a hard drive], 

and then the hard drive died. Oh, this is a bad thing! So, now, I know that

you don't cut and paste, always. It's probably better to copy and paste 

and then you can, perhaps, put another one of those somewhere.

Reflecting a lack of familiarity with effective data storage procedures, he continued:

So, now I've got to the point where I've got three or four copies of 

everything, spread over a large area, for safety reasons. But, the only 

downside with that is: you've got to remember which one is the master 

one that you're working on all the time. Otherwise, you're developing 

then all in different directions. Like with assignments, you start working 

away and you say: “Wait a second! This isn't the right assignment!”

7.2.2 The inconvenience of electronic texts

Some of the participants reported in detail the issues they experienced with the use of 
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electronic resources. They frequently described these issues in terms of a comparison 

with the use of paper-based resources, with which they were more familiar, and which 

they frequently found more convenient for their learning activities. The ability to 

highlight and annotate the text was seen as a particular advantage of paper-based 

resources. Deborah pointed to advantages such as the ability to definitively select 

sections of text through turning pages, and the ability to select sections of text for future

reference, through highlighting.

I like a book, where I can turn the pages, where I can highlight, where I 

can do that sort of stuff.

Peter indicated advantages such as the ability to transport and comfortably position 

paper-based resources, through their size and portability.

I sometimes prefer to lie back in the hammock at the back, you know, the 

back patio and read something, rather than sit in front of a computer and

read it.

Daniel drew attention to his ability to select sections of text for future reference, through

adhesive flags. He noted that such an ability was available with paper-based resources, 

but not online.

Where I need to ... concentrate my energies, which I can't do on the Web, 

is, I like to go through and highlight. I'm a very tactile person. I'm a very 

kinaesthetic person. So, if I'm reading something: “Oh! Okay, so that's 

interesting! I'll be having that!” And then there'll be a little [adhesive] 

flag there, because I'll come back to that. … So, away you go. I can't do 

that on the Web!

For Jeffrey, the inability to select sections of text for future reference, through 

bookmarks and multi-coloured highlighting, detracted from the use of technology to 

access online resources.

Most of the time, I'll print hard-copy, so I can highlight it, because I use 

four different colours of highlighter. Highlighter, I can write, etcetera. 

So, there's different colour-coding. The inability to do that online is a big

issue, in that you can't bookmark things as easily. Or, you can, but you've

got to rely on having a fast Internet connection, to be able to go back to 

it.
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7.2.3 Lack of familiarity with technology

Some of the participants reported that their own lack of familiarity with the use of 

technology for learning was, on occasions, responsible for experiences of stress and 

frustration. While acknowledging a frustration with the characteristics of the technology

itself, they also attributed frustration to their own characteristics, in their having a lack 

of familiarity with the technology, and to the ready availability of suitable support. Most

notably, Daniel and Kerry, the only two participants who had fewer than 10 years 

experience using computers, expressed the most stress and frustration with the use of 

technology.

Kerry attributed her initial frustrations with computer use to both the 

unreliability of the technology and her own lack of familiarity with effective procedures

in dealing with potential issues, such as failures in data storage:

Oh! Low point! Yeah! Tell me about it! When I started first using 

computers, I didn't know about 'save', or 'auto-save', or anything like 

that. I'd written a thousand words, and it was gone, and, talk about 

throwing a tanty [tantrum], I wasn't happy at all.

However, she remarked that the frustration and anger she experienced when learning 

some new computer skills diminished with her increasing familiarity:

Well, as I get more familiar and more confident with using computers, 

yes, of course, that [frustration and anger] lessens. But, as, obviously, you

learn something new, the frustration comes back, but it's less and less 

each time. I have to admit that.

For Daniel, in particular, the frustration and stress were quite intense. In a 

lengthy narrative, he commenced by describing the initial difficulties he experienced:

As I say, when I was doing my first … 'back-to-it' learning in 2006, I 

really found it very, very difficult, and stressful, because, working full-

time, when I was doing anything on it, it was on the weekend. So, I would

spent all weekend … on the computer and then I'd … hit a wall about 

something and it was like: “Oh!”

He proceeded to attribute these difficulties to his own lack of understanding, and to a 

lack of readily available support for his use of technology:

And, there was nothing I can do, because I'm not sure. So, it will now be 
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Monday or Tuesday before I get any answer on that. And, then we had 

class Tuesday night. So, it meant, well, leave it till class Tuesday night, 

and then try and get that clarified then. Which meant it wouldn't be until 

the following weekend when I would be working on the assignment 

again. So, that was like a whole week, between where I had … run into 

my problem and where I actually then got to … get back into it. … And, 

then, that was fine until I … bumped into something else again.

In turn, he attributed his lack of understanding to a lack of familiarity with the use of 

technology:

And, as I say, at that stage of the game, I was really not very tech-savvy 

because I had only had a computer for a short period of time. And, in 

that period of time, I hadn't been using it for … creating documents or 

doing anything else like that. It was accessing the Web and e-mails, and 

that was essentially me. Even … copy and paste was something that I 

hadn't really discovered up until I had started studying.

He described the lack of familiarity with technology, during his initial study periods, as 

being intensely frustrating and stressful:

So, I was very, very much, starting off from a weak standpoint, and I did 

find it really, really challenging. … Many times I just had to go for a 

walk, because I thought I was going to explode with frustration and the 

stress of it. And, when I finished, after that six months, it was like: 

“That's it! That's the last bit of study I'm doing ever again! I just find it 

too difficult.” … So, here we are, many years later, and many more years

of study later, and we're still going, and not looking like finishing any 

time soon! A glutton for punishment! [laughter].

7.2.4 Older learners lacking familiarity with technology

In responding to a direct question about the impact of their age on their learning, all the 

participants reported that their age had made little or no difference. Nevertheless, many 

participants made comments that pointed to their age impacting specifically on their use

of technology. These comments were associated with reflections that, with age, came an

inability to adjust to change and to learn new things. As such, for some participants, 

their lack of prior familiarity with technology had placed them in a situation where their
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age presented challenges to their acquiring technological skills. Deborah, although 

familiar with the use of technology, remarked that, with age, came a fear of learning 

new things:

It's just, new things are scary. So, until you use Skype, it's scary. So, until 

you use Facebook, it's scary. So, until you use Twitter, it's scary. So, I 

think it's just the newness.

Ken described difficulties that he associated with an inability to adjust to change and to 

learn new things:

I don't think the age is an issue, to be honest. What I do think makes it 

more difficult for older people is that we, we are set in our ways, and 

once we learn something, we like to … stick to the same concept.

For Tom, the difficulties that he experienced were associated with his lack of familiarity

with technology, particularly due to the absence of computers in his prior work 

environment:

I don't really think it's my age, that has really had an impact. I really feel 

it's education. Not so much the fact that I left school at year 10. I think 

it's just, maybe, the environment that I was working in. I was working in 

the metal industries. And, having a lot to do with computers wasn't such 

a thing to do.

7.3 Addressing the Issues Arising from the Use of Technology

As adult learners in the field of education, most of the participants were both 

sufficiently articulate and sufficiently reflective to report at length on how the issues 

they experienced had been, or could be, addressed. The reports of participants indicated 

that it was largely the development of procedural knowledge, arising from a developing 

familiarity, or from the support of others, that enabled them to achieve effective use of 

technology and to thus meet the expectations of their learning. The issues identified in 

the previous section were reported as being addressed, by and large, by increased self-

reliance through a developing familiarity with the use of technology. The development 

of this familiarity was attributed, by eight of the participants, to an exposure over time 

through practice or prolonged usage. For many participants, this exposure alone was the

principal means by which familiarity was gained. For some, however, support from 

colleagues, university staff, and family – other more knowledgeable individuals – was 
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sought to supplement this developing familiarity. These participants indicated that 

support had been sought from the most readily available source, usually in the form of 

personal tutoring, that they found most suitable for the short-term procedural knowledge

required. Some of these participants expressly used the term 'over-the-shoulder' to 

describe the proximity, immediacy, and high level of contextuality of the support they 

found most suitable. Support in the form of group-based education and training was 

referred to as being of value only with reference to their initial introduction to the use of

technology.

7.3.1 Familiarity through exposure over time

At the time of the study, all participants had been exposed to the use of technology, 

mostly in the form of personal computers, for between seven and thirty years. For the 

more experienced users, the issues that they identified were related to a lack of skills in 

particular areas of usage. However, for Daniel and Kerry, the only participants with 

fewer than 10 years experience in using computers, the issues were most notably 

addressed by developing familiarity through exposure over time. Daniel expressed this 

view as:

It's something the more you use, the more you become familiar with it. 

The more use you find for it, and the more fulfilling – I guess is probably 

the word – that that usage becomes. So, I think it's a familiarity of the use

that gets you to the point where you know what to do it, you know when 

to do it, you know how to do it.

Daniel and Kerry described high levels of stress in their initial use of computer 

technology, with the development of familiarity over time able to address their stress 

and frustration. Daniel narrated, through the recollection of numerous events, the ways 

in which this familiarity had been gained. For example, in association with the loss of 

documents:

I think what's happened is, because you become so familiar with the 

system – and when I say the system, your computer – you understand 

what you've done wrong in the past, and you know when you've … had a 

horrible mistake, and you know to go and look in recent documents 

because there'll be a copy of it there, that you can retrieve back from the 

brink of that four hours work you've just done, and inadvertently lost it. 
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So, you learn all these little … tricks and things to do, to make it a lot 

less stressful.

Kerry indicated that many of her more pronounced issues and their associated fears had 

been addressed over time:

Whereas, in the beginning when I was using a computer, I thought: “Oh! 

I'm going to break it! Oh! I'm going to go into cyberspace! I'm going to 

send an e-mail to my boss, and tell him how much I hate him, or 

something!” [laughter]. So, I guess, that fear is gone.

7.3.2 Developing procedures for the use of electronic texts

Some participants described situations where, with varying degrees of satisfaction, they 

were able to address the issues arising from the use of electronic texts, described in 

Section 7.2.2 above. Peter reported that he had developed a procedure of printing 

electronic resources when they were available. His preferred option was to receive 

resources in a hard-copy format:

Quite often, I would rather read something in hard copy, than read it on 

a computer screen. If I've got it in hard copy, I can make notes on it, I 

can highlight things.

However, if a resource was only available in electronic form, he would download and 

print it, so that his familiar processes, such as highlighting, could be maintained:

If I got it on a computer screen, I could probably download it and 

highlight it. It's just as quick to write … to have a hard-copy and make 

notes in the margin … rather than try to muck around with … putting 

notes into it on a computer screen. So, Yeah. Very much a hard-copy type 

of person.

He remarked that following such a procedure was superior to accessing paper-based 

resources in a library, or purchasing books:

If I can print out a paper, and have it there available, and highlight and 

scribble all over it, it's a lot better than going to the library and not 

being able to scribble over it. So. Yeah, it's a lot better. The cost is a lot 

less. You can access papers from all over the world. You don't have to sit 

in a library going through and seeing what they've got. You don't have to 

buy the books, and getting nothing out of them.

133



Some of the participants described procedures that they had developed to 

incorporate the best characteristics of both electronic and paper-based resources. Jeffrey

had developed a procedure which assigned electronic resources to a three-level 

hierarchy of usefulness, and subsequently dealt with each resource on that basis. He 

indicated that electronic resources were not easily annotated:

Unlike paper copies, I can't use highlighters, and scribble notes, and 

stuff like that, on the text.

His highest-priority electronic resources were printed and annotated:

The highest priority, I would print. And, on the printed one, I would then 

highlight, with various colours of highlighter, make notes in various 

colours of pen.

His second-highest-priority electronic resources were copied and pasted to a Word 

document for electronic highlighting and annotation:

The next priority down would be as a Word document, and it could be a 

PDF online that I copy and paste into a Word document, or a PDF 

document that I convert to Word, as a whole document. So, that would 

then be the next level of importance for me. Because, that one I can 

highlight stuff in Word, just using the highlight tools, and stuff like that.

His third-highest-priority electronic resources were simply saved electronically for 

future reference:

And then, the lower level of online document, I would just save a copy 

and reference it, as a PDF. … And, the lowest level, I wouldn't do 

anything, I'd just read it on the computer, do whatever I need with it, skip

over it, read through it, progress to the next.

7.3.3 Support from colleagues

Two of the participants, Kerry and Leanne, reported having support from work 

colleagues, which they were able to receive on an as-needs basis. Kerry, one of the two 

participants with fewer than 10 years experience with the use of computers, reported 

that the support she received from colleagues was critical to her undertaking her 

learning program:

My job teaches me that [to know my way around a computer]. On my 

own, I probably wouldn't [know]. I don't go on the computer at home on 
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my own, like just for fun. So, I think, if I were to do this course, without 

having the job I have, I don't think I could do it. … I would have to come 

to lectures, and come to tutorials, and, and talk to people. So, just the 

skills I've learnt … working around a computer keyboard etcetera, has 

made that easier. But, no, I don't think I could have done it, without those

skills.

She reflected on the type of support, most particularly 'over-the-shoulder' help, she 

considered to be most effective:

One thing I'm not very good at, if someone sits down at a computer and 

starts clicking away – “This is how you do it. This is how you do it.” – 

I'm off with the fairies. I've got to sit down and do it myself, with 

someone telling me what to do. So, … I really need that 'over-the-

shoulder help' for practical experience, just to navigate the computer 

itself, let alone finding anything.

She continued by commenting that she needed this support promptly, and in the form of 

tutoring, for it to be effective:

[Tutoring], yeah! Totally. We call it 'just-in-time learning'. [laughter]. “I 

need to learn a skill, yesterday! Okay!” [laughter]. “Off you go. So, help 

me!” And, of course, none of that's formal. That's not the job of anyone 

here, to tutor me, or help me. That's just people being nice, and helping 

me out.

Leanne, working at a library, reported on the value of a supportive working 

environment where enquiry is encouraged and where she had developed the confidence 

to elicit support from other more knowledgeable individuals:

So, for me, I think it's developing that confidence too. Asking other 

people, and particularly working here, at the [library], has … proved 

very useful for me, because you are surrounded by people that are 

experts.

She remarked that, even as an older learner, it was necessary for her to develop the 

confidence to request support:

You often think of yourself as being … foolish and not having, you know: 

“I should know this!” and you're too scared to [ask]. But, I think … 
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developing that confidence – which sounds really stupid, when you're in 

your 40s, that you're not confident to ask people. But I'm sure there's 

many others that feel the same way. But, I think … mainly, it's that 

development of confidence, confidence in your own skills, and confidence

in recognising when you need to ask for help.

7.3.4 Support from university staff

Two of the participants, Ken and Tom, were full-time students with no workplace-based 

support. They were the only two participants who reported having sought and received 

help with their use of technology from the library staff of the university. They reported 

issues with the use of communications technology for accessing learning resources. Ken

indicated that the online support from the university was deficient, most particularly 

because such support was not context-specific and may lead to procedural errors:

They do have some videos on YouTube, which help to a certain extent, 

but they are not always clearly explained. And – because you don't have 

anybody to ask – if you get stuck, you have to work out what you're doing

wrong, yourself. And, sometimes, it's very minor things. But, as it is with 

computer programs, you have to follow the steps one hundred percent 

accurately, otherwise it won't work. And, sometimes figuring that out, the

mistakes that you make, is very difficult.

He expressed the view that immediate and context-specific support, most particularly 

'over-the-shoulder' help, would be more effective:

Whereas, if somebody was looking over your shoulder, they would say, 

straight away: “Oh! You should do it this way, not that way.” It would be

easy, faster.

Tom, on the other hand, having received, on occasions, such immediate and 

context-specific support from university staff, was in a position to report directly:

I just said to one of the librarians there, I said: “Can you show me on 

your screen?” I said: “This is the code – what I'm looking for.” And, I 

found it very useful. … That was good. I was most impressed with the 

assistance that I got. And, the little bit of assistance I have had from [the 

university], … it's been great! Specially, in the library. … It's not because

they've got nothing better to do. I think their willingness … it stands out. 
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Their willingness to help, it stands out.

He proceeded, however, to express some reservations that, on occasions, insufficient 

time was available for the support to be of maximum effectiveness:

The problem is, I really find, if they do it too quickly, and don't allow me 

to … do it once on my own, with them overseeing [it], I find it … just sits 

in my memory. It doesn't embed itself.

He also reflected on the decision-making process he had used prior to eliciting support 

for his use of technology. He indicated that he was at a developmental stage where he 

was beginning to take responsibility for his own learning:

At times, I've decided I'd have a go at trying to work out how something 

functions, and fluking it, and thinking: “Well. I'll have a go, myself.” … 

I'll look at something now, and, if I know that it's going to be too deep for

me to get into, it's going to take too much time, … it's not worth the effort

to try it myself. But, if I think: “Oh! … Look, I'll just have a quick go at 

it.” And, then, if I do get it, well that gives me a real sense of 

achievement. And, I'll think: “Well, yeah. I'll try it again [myself] next 

time.”

7.3.5 Support from family

Two of the participants, Ken and Leanne, reported having received immediate and 

context-specific support from family members, on an as-needs basis. Ken reported 

receiving help from his sons:

Personal support is helpful. … When I do come across some problems 

that are IT related, I ask him [my son]. My other son, too. He's pretty 

good too, with certain things, certain features. … That's great, to have 

somebody to ask.

Leanne similarly reported receiving such help from her family:

[I receive help] at home, even at home. … I've got children who are 

computer users. I've got a partner who's a computer user. … There are 

occasions, too, in the home, where you need to know something, because 

there might be something new.

She indicated that support from her family was specifically related to the use of 

technology:
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When I'm looking at learning for university, when I'm looking at 

information … in relation to things that I need to write an assignment, I 

would call [the university library]. If I needed to, I would. … But, in 

relation to computer use itself, it would probably …, more likely, be 

family then.

7.4 Discussion

The use of technology, as an element of the experience of online learning for the 

participants, was reported as bringing both benefits to their learning and issues that 

adversely impacted on their learning and personal well-being. The convergence of 

emergent themes, enabling an overview of the identified benefits and associated issues, 

was found to be broadly consistent with much of the academic literature related to the 

use of technology for online learning (Anderson, 2008a; Moore & Kearsley, 2011). The 

divergence of emergent themes during data analysis, however, was able to provide a 

nuanced understanding of the participant's experiences of the use of technology, as 

detailed in the sections above. The study thus contributes to knowledge in the field 

through the identification and description of such divergent themes, and the issues and 

experiences in some detail for this cohort of older workers. Such an identification and 

description of issues and experiences may alert educators to the potential issues and 

experiences of other older workers in similar online learning environments. The study 

further contributes to knowledge in the field through identifying ways in which the 

issues arising from the use of technology may be addressed, as described in Subsection 

7.4.3 below.

7.4.1 Benefits arising from the use of technology

Flexibility in the timing and location of their learning engagement for greater efficiency 

and enjoyment was most prominent among the benefits that arose from the use of 

technology. Participants frequently described such benefits in relation to their prior 

experiences with the specific requirements in the timing and location of their learning in

face-to-face learning environments. As such, the overarching understanding of the 

benefits that arose from the use of technology broadly aligns with views expressed in 

the literature, where “online learning, as a subset of all distance education, has always 

been concerned with provision of access to educational experience that is, at the least, 

138



more flexible in time and in space than campus-based education” (Anderson, 2008a, p. 

53).

Flexibility in the nature of participants' learning engagement, enabling them to 

select and sequence activities, was also prominent among the benefits that arose from 

the use of technology. Such flexibility enabled greater effectiveness in both the use of 

their time and the processes of learning. This factor was also identified within the 

literature related to learning at a distance, where “the major motivation for enrolment in 

distance education is not physical access per se, but the temporal freedom that allows 

students to move through a course of study at a time and pace of their choice” 

(Anderson, 2008a, p. 52).

The divergence of emergent themes was frequently associated with the extent to 

which participants benefited from the flexibility brought to the timing and location of 

their learning engagement. While some participants regarded such flexibility as simply 

enabling more convenient learning opportunities, others expressed enthusiasm for ways 

in which it enabled more effective learning and the use of more amenable learning 

environments. A notable finding that has emerged from this study is that, for three of the

participants – Glenda, Kathy, and Kerry – all women, flexibility in the timing and 

location of their learning engagement was reported as being critical to their participation

in the learning program. This observation, while not generalisable, may extend to other 

older workers of either sex, or specifically to women, and thus may require further 

investigation in view of the need for the provision of inclusive educational 

opportunities.

7.4.2 Issues arising from the use of technology

The issues that arose from the use of technology were interpreted as being largely 

shaped by participants' learning expectations and the support they received from others. 

The learning expectations of participants, while largely determined by the education 

provider, were guided by government-regulated minimum academic standards required 

of a Bachelor Degree qualification, where, relevant to the use of technology, graduates 

“will have well-developed... technical and communication skills to select and apply 

methods and technologies to … transmit knowledge, skills and ideas to others” 

(Australian Qualifications Framework Council [AQFC], 2013, p. 47). For many 
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participants, the complexity and unreliability of the technology and a lack of familiarity 

with that technology were reported as issues that detracted from the benefits reported 

above. Issues with the hardware were reported by some participants, while for others 

there were issues with the communications – the Internet that enabled information to be 

downloaded or streamed. They expressed frustration with the characteristics of the 

technology itself, but predominantly with their own lack of familiarity with the 

technology. Such experiences broadly align with reports in the literature, where 

empirical studies into the experiences of older adults in the use of computer technology 

have identified a tension between the benefits of, and barriers to, the use of computers 

(Dickinson, Eisma, & Gregor, 2011; Gatto & Tak, 2008). A study by Gatto and Tak 

(2008), involving 58 older adults, of the benefits and barriers they encountered in their 

use of computers, the Internet and e-mail, found that, with initial use, “they were often 

frustrated with their learning experiences or use of the computer equipment and Internet

features” (p. 807).

The divergence of emergent themes was frequently associated with the extent to 

which participants reported experiencing stress and frustration with their use of 

technology. Some participants, while reflecting on the lack of reliability of technology, 

did not report any prominent disturbances to their personal well-being. Others, however,

made numerous references to frustration in reports of their experiences with the use of 

technology, particularly with reference to the complexity and unreliability of the 

technology, and the participant's own lack of familiarity with that technology. Most 

notably, two participants, Daniel and Kerry, the only participants with fewer than ten 

years experience of the use of computers, reported experiences which were, on 

occasion, intensely stressful and frustrating.

7.4.3 Addressing the issues arising from the use of technology

An increased familiarity with technology, through exposure over time or through 

practice or prolonged usage, was the most identified means by which participants had 

addressed issues that arose from the use of technology. Those with 30 or more years of 

experience indicated a high level of self-reliance and did not refer to the need for 

support. However, most of the participants with fewer years of experience reported that 

support from others – colleagues, university staff, or family – was valuable in 

supplementing their developing familiarity. They indicated that support had been sought
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within their learning environment from the most readily available source. Use of the 

term 'over-the-shoulder' was used by some of these participants to describe the 

proximity, immediacy, and high level of contextuality of the personal tutoring that they 

found most suitable for the short-term procedural knowledge they required. The value 

of such personal tutoring broadly aligns with reports in the literature where such 

personally-supported learning has been shown to be effective for older adults as novice 

users of technology. A study by Dickinson et al. (2011), was conducted with 12 older 

adults aged over 55 to report their experiences as beginning computer users. That study 

used 'user-sensitive design' to record the problems faced by this group of older adults, 

referred to as 'extraordinary' computer users, during an 11 week computer training 

course, where “User sensitive design is an approach which involves recognising the 

diversity of 'extraordinary' computer users and the difficulty of 'designing for all' in the 

face of this diversity” (p. 261). Proximity and immediacy were factors that contributed 

to the effectiveness of this training course, where “a high level of support (one trainer to

every two or three students) was intended to ensure that help was quickly available 

when needed” (p. 262).

This study contributes to an understanding of strategies by which the issues 

arising from the use of technology by older workers in online learning may be 

addressed. Most notably, it indicates that, while attendance at computer training courses 

incorporating personal tutoring with high levels of support may be effective for some 

novice users, such courses are unlikely to satisfy the needs and preferences of all such 

users, as indicated by many of the participants in this study. Those participants who 

required support from others for the use of technology indicated that they required their 

support immediately, with a high level of contextuality and within their learning 

environment. In most cases, this learning environment was created within their home or 

workplace and often very late at night – locations and times unlikely to conform to the 

provisions of personal tutoring by the university. As such, the requirements of these 

participants may best be met by tailored remote on-demand technical support, available 

either online or by telephone. The judicious provision of such tailored support by the 

university may also be more cost-effective than the provision of computer training 

courses incorporating personal tutoring with high levels of support, where such support 

has been associated with a high unit cost of educational provision (Anderson & 
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McGreal, 2012; Lomax-Smith, Watson, & Webster, 2011). These findings thus illustrate 

the potential need for such support by older workers in their use of technology, with 

expressed needs for that support to be specifically available within their learning 

environment.
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Chapter Eight

The Use of Hypermedia

The previous chapter focussed on the use of technology as a foundational element that 

enabled the participants to engage in their online learning. This chapter focusses on the 

second element, the use of hypermedia, as the means by which participants were able to 

navigate or explore the Web, principally for the purpose of locating resources to assist 

their learning. The participants most frequently adopted vernacular expressions such as 

'accessing the Web' or 'being on the Internet' in referring to their use of hypermedia. The

essence of their experience of using hypermedia was, for all participants, a disunity 

characterised by a tension between the benefits that it brought to their learning and the 

resulting issues that adversely impacted on their learning or personal well-being. Such 

issues were reported as having the potential to be addressed largely by factors such as 

self-discipline during exploratory processes and the receipt of various forms of support 

from others.

Benefits from the use of hypermedia were reported by all ten of the participants 

and narrated in 50 items of conversation, as described in Section 8.1 below. Issues seen 

as having an adverse impact on their learning or personal well-being were reported by 

all participants and narrated in 96 items of conversation, as described in Section 8.2. 

Section 8.3 describes the circumstances that were seen as addressing these issues, as 

reported by 5 participants and narrated in 17 items of conversation. The concluding 

Section 8.4 discusses the experiences of these study participants in the light of previous 

research in the field.

8.1 Benefits Arising from Access to the Web

The benefits that arose from the use of hypermedia were principally centred around the 

opportunities for ready access to the vast resources of the Web, the use of search 

engines and hyper-links that enabled navigation or exploration to locate these resources,

and the resultant impact on their learning. These benefits were frequently presented by 

participants in statements comparing their experiences of Web access with previous 

experiences of using paper-based learning resources and libraries. The opportunity to 

have either purposeful or serendipitous access to relevant learning resources from 
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among vast amounts of information was reported as the principal benefit of access to the

Web. The opportunity for ready access to these resources, for some learners, was 

reported with enthusiasm as enabling a unique ability to explore ideas and develop a 

rich understanding of topics relevant to their assessment activities.

8.1.1 Access to information

Some of the participants expressed enthusiasm for the vast amounts of information 

available on the Web and for the ready availability of that information to contribute to 

their learning. Kathy expressed enthusiasm for the ability to search the Web for 

resources related to any topic she could conceive:

I've been able to Google whatever is in my head and find the answer 

from anywhere, from the world. It's fantastic. I just love it! I'd be lost 

without it.

Daniel viewed the vast amounts of information on the Web as being like having ready 

access to all the libraries of the world:

It gives you the ability to carry the libraries of the world around under 

your arm, if need be, and access everything.

He proceeded to indicate that this vast amount of information was, at times, far greater 

than anticipated and that this enhanced his responses to assessment tasks:

I invariably find a lot more than I've actually been looking for. I end up 

with vastly more information than I started looking for. But that's not 

necessarily a bad thing. It does tend to give you … a bigger sort of pallet

to draw from to answer an assignment. And the knowledge that you gain 

from it is just wonderful. I just love to … read and learn.

8.1.2 Increased speed of access

Some of the participants also expressed enthusiasm for the speed with which this Web-

based information could be accessed, which they reported as greatly contributing to the 

pace of their learning. For some participants, this speed of access was reported in terms 

of a comparison with the time taken to access paper-based resources, as may be 

available through a library. Kathy expressed this view with reference to the limitations 

inherent in the speed of access to paper-based resources:

[Without access to the Web], it would be a lot slower. I would have to get 

textbooks, and that's limited. Going to the library, that's limited. 
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Purchase books, that's limited. So, slower, sludge. [laughter]. Now, yeah! 

… You Google, and you get an answer: “Swish!” … Sometimes within a 

few minutes, sometimes it takes longer. Yeah!

Ken equated the speed of accessing paper-based resources to the time taken to access 

resources from a library:

It wouldn't be feasible to jump in the car and go to the library. It would 

take you forever to go through a library catalogue and find what you're 

actually looking for.

Kerry contrasted the 'instantaneous' access to resources on the Web with the inherently 

slow access to the paper-based resources found in a library:

As far as research goes, it's sensational, because it's so instant. I mean, 

as compared to the old days where you have to go to a library and look 

up books. … You would spend days in a library just getting, 

photocopying everything to take with you and to do your assignments, 

etcetera, like when I first left school. But, now … it's instant!

Daniel remarked that the speed of access to Web-based resources had accelerated his 

learning ability:

I think the thing that the Web has done is it has accelerated the learning 

because you can learn more quickly. ... The access to the information is 

instant, or pretty well instant. So, you can actually get to know 

information more broadly straight away.

For Peter, this ready access to Web-based resources, by comparison with the time taken 

to access paper-based resources through a library, was critical to his decision to 

undertake his learning program:

If I had to sit in a library and go through books, I probably wouldn't have

done it [the learning program]. … The time it would take you, and the 

cost of all the books, and all that type of stuff. It's probably something 

that I just would not have been interested in doing. All these people with 

a pile of books, from some dusty library, going through, looking at this, 

that, and the other thing. No, it's not really the life. No! Online, having 

resources online, the Internet, Google, and all that type of stuff. They're 

great!
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8.1.3 A broadened field of inquiry

Some participants reflected the way in which search engines and the display of 

hypermedia links inherent in access to the Web enabled exploration and thereby 

broadened their field of inquiry. For Ken, this phenomenon was attributed to the volume

of information available on the Web by comparison with the more narrow field of 

inquiry attributed to learning from a textbook:

I don't think you could have possibly the same volume of information, if 

online learning didn't exist. It would be much more narrow, more like 

textbook learning in the old days. Everybody has the same textbook. 

Everybody knows the same thing. Whereas, today, if the tutor gives an 

assignment, they probably get so many different perspectives, because 

people can access different sources, and sources that they feel are 

relevant, [while] others find something else relevant and interesting.

Daniel attributed this phenomenon, a broadened field of enquiry, to the hypermedia 

links enabling exploration and the ability to readily move from one Web-page to 

another:

A high point [of use of the Web] is the rapid access you have to 

information. That's the wonderful thing. And, the fact that you can 

bounce from one piece of information to another piece of information. 

You can be reading something … by somebody, and they'll have a 

reference to something else. So, then you can bounce off to search 

through that and read through their information.

Glenda described how her use of the Web had developed from simply accessing the 

resources that had been provided by the university to using search engines and hyper-

links to engage with the diverse views expressed in other resources, encouraging a 

broader understanding of the topic:

When I first started studying, it was very much paper-based, and all we 

used the online for, was to actually do forums. … There was no 

encouragement to look for links, or further information. It was very much

just a tool to: “Here you go! Get your information in!” Whereas, now, it 

actually encourages you to go further. … So, there's all those links. So, 

I'll just run amok, and get in there, and have a look. So, now, it actually 
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encourages you to go in and learn, rather than just go in and treat it as a

mailbox.

8.1.4 Learner engagement

The characteristics and associated benefits attributed, in the previous subsections, to 

access to the Web was reported by some participants as encouraging their engagement 

in learning and enabling a deeper level of understanding. Glenda and Daniel, in 

particular, indicated that the knowledge they were able to acquire through access to the 

vast resources of the Web, together with its exploratory capabilities, enabled them to 

pursue lines of thought as a more engaging learning experience. Glenda indicated that 

such exploration enabled the construction of her knowledge through an internal 

dialogue, an interaction with the diverse views expressed in the learning resources:

I wouldn't even dream of going into a library and trying to look up what 

comes to me, [whereas] I might put in [to a search engine] whatever it 

might be. And, so, you get lots of information from different sources. So, 

then you can balance it up, and look at it, and really gain some learning 

from it, rather than just regurgitating the same information. It actually 

increases your understanding, because you have to look at the two, 

maybe sometimes a little bit diverse views, and work through, or find 

more information to back one up, or the other. So, it actually has you 

involved in the learning, rather than just regurgitating.

Daniel expressed this increased learner engagement in a lengthy narrative as being born 

of an effortless process of exploration – an inherent inclination to pursue a deeper 

understanding of a particular topic:

I still think I'm a bit lazy when it comes to searching. And, if I find 

something that pretty well fits the bill from the word go: “Yeah. That'll 

do!” But, invariably, I'll say: “Okay! Yeah. I really like that. That's good.

That's supporting what I'm saying.” … I end up going deeper by virtue of

the fact I'm curious, about where this thread takes me. So, even though …

it's more from a lazy point of view, that I end up going deeper, by default 

nearly, I end up finding more interesting things the deeper I go.
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8.2 Issues Arising from the Use of Hypermedia

All participants reported benefits as a result of the use of hypermedia, most notably 

through the ways in which hypermedia tools enabled ready access to the vast resources 

of the Web and the impact this had on enabling a broadened field of inquiry and 

enhanced learner engagement. There was, however, a disunity in the experiences of all 

participants – a tension between the benefits they attributed to the use of hypermedia 

and the issues that arose from that use. For many participants, their search for 

hypermedia-based resources gave rise to a mild annoyance at the distraction and time 

loss they associated with the process. Many also experienced frustration, an emotional 

response to the opposition to the expedient progress of their learning. Their learning was

delayed due to difficulties in locating suitable hypermedia-based resources from within 

the vast resources of the Web. Most particularly, these difficulties were associated with 

the cognitive load necessary to evaluate the relevance of links and learning resources to 

their learning activities. There were numerous references to frustration in the 

participant's reports of their experiences with the use of hypermedia. However, three 

participants – Peter, Tom, and Jeffrey – experienced even greater impacts on their 

learning and personal well-being – experiences of disorientation and a sense of being 

lost in the hypermedia environment.

8.2.1 Distraction and time loss

Many participants reported that the vast amount of resources on the Web had led them 

to become distracted during their search for learning resources and that this distraction 

had resulted in a loss of some of the time that they had allocated for a learning task. 

Deborah expressed this in terms of being overwhelmed with information:

I think the high points [of access to the Web] would just be the, well both 

high and low, the amount of information out there is overwhelming.

While Web access was acknowledged by all participants as bringing benefits in terms of

enabling a broad exploration of the topic of enquiry, some participants reported a 

disjunction, in that their exploration often resulted in distraction and time loss if that 

exploration became more extensive than was necessary. Glenda reported becoming 

distracted to the extent that her broad exploration of a topic had, at times, far exceeded 

the need to locate specific information.

It's very easy online to [go beyond the immediate need for information]. 
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You find these sites and you think: “Whoa!” and you'll go in, and you'll 

be gone for ages! [laughter]. It's like the eternal trail that never stops. So,

I've got very precise about what I'm going in and looking for. … Because,

otherwise, you can spend hours, and sit there and think: “Well, what 

have I got? I've got a lot of good background, an underpinning 

knowledge, but there's nothing here that's of any use to me.”

Daniel remarked that, for him, this tendency to become distracted was something that 

caused him annoyance and something that needed to be guarded against, by applying 

self-discipline:

It's a really interesting thing, because the best aspects and the worst 

aspects [of access to the Web] are very closely linked. A good aspect, but

can be a bad aspect as well is, it's very easy to get distracted and head 

off and be completely and utterly involved and fascinated by this 

information you found out. It has nothing to do with what you are 

looking [for] and, it's chewed up an hour, or an hour and a half of your 

time. You think: “Oh! Goodness! That's really interesting, and I can't use

any of it, but I didn't know that.” So, you go back to where you started 

from. So, from that perspective, I think you need to have a lot of 

discipline in your structure of what you're actually studying, or 

researching. In that way, you stay on your target, on your actual plan. 

Because, nothing chews up time like a computer.

8.2.2 Frustration

Much of the conversation with participants related to the use of hypermedia concerned 

their frustration with their inability to readily locate specific learning resources on the 

Web. Eight participants specifically used the term 'frustration' to describe the process of 

locating resources on the Web. This frustration was attributed, on occasions, to 

deficiencies in Web programming and the characteristics of search engines, and, on 

other occasions, to their age or their lack of familiarity with Web search processes. 

Glenda reported experiences of frustration due to inactive Web links or links that did not

satisfactorily resolve:

Some [websites] aren't quite that simple to navigate around, where you 

go in and access something and it's not active, and that's frustrating.
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Daniel similarly described experiencing issues with inactive Web links:

The other thing that I find quite frustrating is: You go to something that 

has been uploaded, a link or whatever, and you click the hyper-link and: 

“Yes, it's not there any more,” and things like that. Somebody's typed it 

in and they've left the dot out, or they've put a forward-slash where they 

should have put a back-slash, or something like that, and it's made all 

the difference in the world.

However, he proceeded to question whether such experiences of frustration, on 

occasions, may be due to his age or lack of familiarity with search processes:

That can be quite frustrating, and quite confronting. And, if you're an 

older learner, as I am, who's not perhaps all that au fait with the Web, 

and everything else, you then start to wonder: “Oh! Is it something I've 

done? … I've done something wrong. I haven't done this, haven't done 

that.” … So, then there is all this self-doubt [that] comes in. So, it's quite 

frustrating.

Peter reported difficulties locating resources on the Web but associated them more 

directly with his lack of familiarity with search processes:

There's a real technique to researching, apparently, so I'm told. ... I left 

school at 16, never went to uni …, and never really had to do any of that 

type of research until 18 months ago. It's not a skill that I really have. 

Other people know how to narrow down and put the right things in … to 

get just what they want [when searching]. I'm not all that great at doing 

that. I flounder a bit with that.

8.2.3 Disorientation

Some participants reported experiences of disorientation when using hypermedia, with 

three of them experiencing disorientation to the extent of feeling lost. Such 

disorientation and feelings of being lost were taken to be a pronounced manifestation of 

the cognitive load associated with Web navigation and exploration, attributed to their 

age or their lack of familiarity with Web search processes. The even more acute and 

atypical experiences of disorientation reported by Jeffrey, diagnosed with a medical 

condition that he reported to have had a marked impact on his use of hypermedia, are 

separately described in Subsection 8.2.4. Peter narrated occasional experiences of being 
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disoriented and confused, and, in his interaction with one Web site, of feeling lost, 

which he attributed to some extent to a lack of structure in the Web site:

And, one of the online ones [Web sites] that we did go into, the way it 

was structured was very confusing. So, sometimes, with an online one, if 

it's not set up well, you end up getting lost in [it]. In this particular one, 

it took us to one site which took us to a toolbox, and the toolbox took us 

somewhere else, and in that was a link to something else. And, before you

knew it, you were about seven or eight links in from where you started 

off. And, you're just lost. … I think it needs to be really well structured. 

… If it's not well structured, you end up getting lost.

He proceeded to attribute these experiences to some extent to his age and inexperience, 

and also his lack of ability to differentiate resources as being relevant or not, to his 

assessment task:

For older ones like ourselves, we tend to read probably a lot more than 

we need to, because we don't know what we need to know. … For many 

of us who are doing the course, it's been a long time since we've done 

any study – with some of us. And, we go into the Website thinking: 

“Okay. We need to have a look at this, and we need to read this, and 

we're going to have to write about that. Now. In our assignment.” So, 

you're thinking, you're printing off bits and pieces, because we don't 

know whether you're going to need to know about that.

Tom attributed his negative emotions – low moods, frustration and feelings of being lost

– to his own lack of familiarity with search processes:

There have been lows [low moods], trying to find things that you think 

would be easy to find. Because, like everyone says: “Oh! Everything's on

the Internet these days. You can find anything.” Maybe it had something 

to do with the way I [was searching], the wording. [I feel] a bit lost, and 

frustrated. It's supposed to be easy. And, I'm finding it very difficult.

8.2.4 A learner with ADD and Asperger's syndrome

One of the participants, Jeffrey, had been medically diagnosed with attention-deficit 

disorder (ADD) and Asperger's syndrome, or high-functioning autism. His medical 

condition was described as being the source of a number of difficulties in his 
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engagement with online learning, in particular the disorientation and sense of being lost 

that he experienced in his use of hypermedia. He reported that his cognitive processes 

predisposed him to easily becoming lost:

I do have ADD and Asperger's, and one of the things with that is the 

tunnel vision effect. I get so absorbed in something that I lose all focus. 

And that's where, particularly having ADD and Asperger's, the mapping, 

the neurological, the mental mapping of stuff, means that it's easier to 

get lost in a maze.

He indicated that the impact of his medical condition had become more pronounced 

over time:

My experience of ADD and Asperger's is much greater now I'm older.

He also indicated that failure to take the medication for his condition impacted on his 

experiences, to the extent that his sense of being lost in the hypermedia environment 

became pervasive:

To find something, you get lost in a maze of links. If I forget my 

medication, I wander about lost.

The high levels of disorientation reported by Jeffrey in describing his 

experiences of online learning occupied most of the interview conversations. While 

experiences of disorientation were not uncommon among other participants in the study,

Jeffrey's were unique in terms of their extent and magnitude. They inhibited his 

engagement with learning in some instances, and entirely prevented it in others. 

Disorientation arose in Jeffrey's attempts to select hypermedia links, when he 

encountered multiple opportunities in the choice of hypermedia links in Web navigation 

tasks. In one narration, Jeffrey commenced by describing a situation where he was 

exposed to multiple opportunities to navigate links:

You start following a link, and it takes you to a page with a paragraph 

and half a dozen links, that takes you to another page with a paragraph 

of information, that takes you to half a dozen other links.

He proceeded to describe experiences of disorientation:

So, it ends up like a spider web, and a maze, where you've got no idea 

where you're going, or the rationale.

The situation resulted in an acute sense of being lost, which resulted in his abandoning 
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his task:

I started following that, and ended up so lost that I had no idea where I 

was in the system, where I was going, etcetera. So, I ended up just 

bailing out, and: “Forget about that!”

Jeffrey reported numerous such experiences, the most significant of which was 

reported through an extensive narrative regarding the process of university enrolment. 

He described having spent many hours, prior to his first semester, attempting to enrol 

online in the university's courses, an activity which was finally abandoned:

I spent five and a half, it's either five and a half or five and three quarter, 

hours trying to enrol at [the university]. And, that was spread over two 

or three days, and combined e-mails and phone calls, to attempt to enrol. 

And, in the end, someone else enrolled me.

Once again, his disorientation was precipitated by multiple opportunities in the choice 

of hypermedia links, his most difficult issue with online learning:

With the [university] enrolment, the big problem was that it was circular, 

in that you followed one set of links and you end up back where you 

started. And, you try following other sets of links, and you end up back 

where you started. Trying to find, and navigate through, Web pages is 

probably the biggest issue.

8.3 Addressing the Issues Arising from the Use of Hypermedia

When the topic of conversation turned to the use of hypermedia during the interviews, 

the participants were principally concerned with the benefits and issues that they 

encountered. However, they also reflected on strategies that either had, or could have, 

been used to address those issues. Those reflections indicated that it was largely the 

development of procedural knowledge related to Web navigation and exploration and 

the support from others that enabled them to use hypermedia effectively and to thus 

meet the expectations of their learning. For those participants who had issues associated 

with distraction and time loss, these issues were reported as being addressed by the 

development of their self-discipline. For the many participants experiencing frustration 

with their inability to readily locate specific learning resources on the Web, the issues 

were either considered to be inherent to the Web and unresolvable or capable of being 
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addressed by support from others. Such support from others was in the form of personal

tutoring to develop their Web navigation and exploration skills, or through the provision

of selected readings, to lessen the requirement for such navigation and exploration.

8.3.1 Developing self-discipline

Many participants reported issues associated with distraction and time loss, due to their 

own inquisitiveness when exposed to the vast resources of the Web in their search for 

hypermedia-based resources. Some of these participants reported how, over time, they 

had been able to address the issues through the development of their self-discipline. 

Daniel and Kathy, in particular, described how self-discipline was essential for their 

effective use of the Web. Daniel commenced his narrative by reflected on the extent to 

which his exposure to the Web had resulted in the expenditure of his time:

It's unbelievable. I can remember thinking: “I'll just have a look at this, 

and then that will make it ten o'clock, and I'll go to bed then.” And then: 

“Oh! Goodness. It's one o'clock already. Oh. Dear! I've got to be up in a 

couple of hours!” And things like that are very easy to happen. Because 

you find all this interesting information: “I didn't know that!” And you 

read a little bit more, and a little bit more, and you follow another link.

He then proceeded to reflect on how this expenditure of time may have been of benefit 

to some extent, but was also a waste of his time:

It's a good thing and a bad thing because you learn all this interesting 

information, but, at the same time, it's a bad thing, because it completely 

makes everything you're doing a little bit longer and harder, because that

time you've wasted you don't get back.

He remarked that the development of his self-discipline was instrumental in maintaining

structure during the research process to avoid the possibility of time being wasted:

You have to be very disciplined, and keep a very close eye on what you're

doing, where you're going. Keep that structure to your research.

Kathy described the development of self-discipline as being due to a growing familiarity

with the inherently distracting qualities of the Web:

I can't think of anything that's bad online. Because, it teaches you to 

focus, so that's a good thing. You've got to learn to focus on what you're 

after. Because, it can be quite distracting, when you're doing searching.
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She indicated that her growing familiarity with exploratory processes on the Web had 

helped her develop self-discipline:

I tend to think: “Oh! I really want to know about that.” And, I'll go down

that path, and I'll think: “Oh. I've got to come back.” So, it can be quite 

distracting, when other things [appear]. So, you have to discipline 

yourself, if you need to get something done. And it's self-disciplining.

8.3.2 Support from others

A major concern for participants, related to the use of hypermedia, was frustration 

associated with their inability to readily locate specific learning resources on the Web. 

Some participants reported that this issue had been or may be addressed through support

from university staff in the form of personal tutoring to develop their Web navigation 

and exploration skills. Deborah described such support from university staff as being 

very helpful:

I still have problems with searching the library database. So, if I need to 

find something specifically, I go over there and I get help with it. I have 

rung a couple of times and spoken to the IT desk. … They were very 

helpful.

She then remarked that the support she had received had contributed to her self-reliance 

in terms of Web navigation and exploration:

And, I suppose that [help] engenders a bit of trust in [my ability to be 

self-reliant]. … While I'm learning flexibly – to my level and for my 

convenience – I know I've still got access to some help, if I need it. So, 

any help that I've needed, it's been at the end of the phone. So, while I am

studying my own, it doesn't seem to be in isolation.

Kathy reported that the personal support she received, in terms of her Web navigation 

and exploration, was where she most needed practical help with her learning:

[I] don't need any practical help in using the computer. That's fine. 

“[When do I] most need practical help?” It would be really good if 

somebody gave, showed me, how they go and gather resources to use, as 

a basis to the argument. That would be fantastic, if I could see what 

they're doing. Because, as I said before, I need to improve on that, and I 

know I'm not good at it. I would love to see that.
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For Ken, anticipating a future for online learning without personal support, saw a sense 

of frustration as an inevitable component of the online learning experience:

I always think that the problem with online learning will always be that 

there is nobody who you can ask, if you get stuck. So, there will always 

be that element of frustration, and it's very time consuming. There may 

even be some instances where you can't solve the problem.

8.3.3 Support through receiving learning resources

The experience of frustration associated with their inability to readily locate specific 

learning resources on the Web was reported by some participants as being mitigated by 

receiving learning resources from academic staff. Kerry, for example, expressed 

appreciation for one of her lecturers who provided selected learning resources, sufficient

to remove the need to locate further such resources on the Web:

He's my favourite: “Hello, [lecturer's name]!” He keeps it [the unit 

resource list] nice and updated. … It is a lot of spoon feeding, like: 

“Here you go! Read this. Read this. Read this.” And [I would reply]: 

“Thank you. Thank you. I appreciate that.”

The consequences of not receiving those selected resources and needing to locate 

further resources on the Web was envisaged as being most upsetting for her:

Rather than [have the lecturer] say: “Right! You've got to go find it 

yourself.” [This would result in my reply]: “Oh! No!” It would only end 

in tears that way.

She remarked that the receipt of such learning resources had both saved her from the 

stress of having to locate further resources on the Web and enabled her to spend more 

time learning:

It's a big stress relief. And, being time poor, [it saves my valuable time] 

… . So, instead of spending 2 days hunting, just getting the information, 

the information is at your fingertips in 10 minutes and you can spend the 

rest of the 2 days reading. So, that 2 days is invaluable, for me to be 

studying, rather than spending [time] off looking for it.

8.3.4 A learner with ADD and Asperger's syndrome

Jeffrey, medically diagnosed with ADD and Asperger's syndrome, described a number 

of situations in which he believed that his potential for disorientation had been avoided 
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or mitigated. The most notable situations were where the design of Web pages 

incorporated the use of dynamic elements, enabling the display of large amounts of 

information on the one Web page:

It had pages of information. … When I say pages of information, it 

wasn't individual Web pages of information, but individual, multiple text 

pages, within one Web page.

Information was thus made available sequentially through dynamic elements enabling 

the expansion and collapse of list items:

You can start reading at the top and keep on reading down through the 

article – the equivalent of opening up a book, or a booklet, or whatever, 

where you've got a whole heap of text.

Such Web page design thus removed the multiple opportunities in the choice of 

hypermedia links to further information:

It avoided the common Internet trap of having very little information and

a lot of links. And that I found very helpful.

As a result, Jeffrey's potential for disorientation was avoided:

It gave me a clear direction, and each page then told you that it was 

going to the next page. And, then, from there, you can go back. And it 

gave a clear indication of how the two Web pages related to each other. 

And you could then follow a path through it.

He also reported situations where he had been able to devise strategies himself to

avoid or mitigate his potential for disorientation:

I know the ADD and Asperger's is there, but I can build techniques, 

personal tricks, different lines of thought, to help me work through 

different situations.

One of the strategies was the creation of a linear sequence of information, to remove the

multiple opportunities inherent in navigating and exploring hypermedia environments. 

He described a process where he would use the copy-and-paste function of a word-

processor to gather screen-captures and produce a linear word-processing document, 

with the intention of mitigating his disorientation:

One of the things I often do is … I'll do a screen-capture, a print-screen, 

and paste that into a Word document. That helps me keep track of where 
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I've actually been.

However, although he had devised and implemented this strategy on numerous 

occasions, he indicated that it also had limited use. For example, he reported that, after 

being provided with direction from university administrative staff, after having 

implemented the above screen-capture strategy to create a paper-trail, and after making 

repeated attempts to enrol in university courses over several semesters, he was still 

unable to enrol online and needed to enrol over the phone – an unsatisfactory outcome:

Trying to enrol at [the university], that was a low [emotional] point! 

That was bad news!

This strategy, screen-capturing to create a paper-trail, was interpreted as being of some, 

but limited, use. Web page design that removed multiple opportunities in the choice of 

hypermedia links was thus the only consistently effective factor identified by Jeffrey as 

mitigating his potential for disorientation.

8.4 Discussion

The use of hypermedia, as an element of the experience of online learning for the 

participants, was reported as bringing both benefits to their learning and issues that 

adversely impacted on their learning and personal well-being. The convergence of 

emergent themes has enabled an overview of the benefits and associated issues across 

the experiences of participants. These identified benefits and associated issues were 

found to be broadly consistent with much of the academic literature related to the use of 

hypermedia (Azevedo, Cromley et al., 2005, Azavedo, Moos et al. 2008; Greene, 

Bolick, & Robertson, 2010; Scheiter & Gerjets, 2007). The divergence of emergent 

themes during data analysis, however, was able to provide a nuanced understanding of 

the participant's experiences of the use of hypermedia, as detailed in the sections above. 

This study thus contributes to knowledge in the field through the identification and 

description of such divergent themes and the issues and experiences in some detail for 

this cohort of older workers. Such an identification and description of issues and 

experiences may alert educators to the potential issues and experiences of other older 

workers in similar online learning environments. The study further contributes to 

knowledge in the field through identifying ways in which the issues arising from the use

of hypermedia may be addressed, as described in Subsection 8.4.3 below.
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8.4.1 Benefits arising from access to the web

The opportunities for ready access to the vast resources of the Web and the use of search

engines and hyper-links that enabled navigation or exploration to locate these resources 

were most prominent among the benefits that arose from the use of hypermedia. Most 

notably, some participants indicated that the exploratory capabilities of the Web enabled

them to pursue lines of thought as a more engaging learning experience. This finding is 

congruent with the characteristics of the use of hypermedia identified in the literature, 

where “learners can select and sequence information according to their personal needs 

and preferences. … This type of interactivity of hypermedia environments is referred to 

as learner control in the respective literature and is seen as a major advantage of 

hypermedia” (Scheiter & Gerjets, 2007, p. 286).

The exploratory capabilities of the Web, as enabling a deeper level of 

understanding, were also perceived by some participants as prominent among the 

benefits arising from the use of hypermedia. Exploration enabled the construction of 

their knowledge through an interaction with the diverse views expressed in various 

learning resources. Such exploration under the control of the learner, enabling the 

construction of knowledge, was also identified in the literature, where 'learner control' 

has been seen as a valuable tool of advocates of various constructivist approaches to 

learning (Ally, 2008; Koohang et al., 2009). Such learner control may be particularly 

relevant for participation in assessment activities that are informed by constructivist 

learning theory, as is frequently found at university level (Biggs & Tang, 2011).

The divergence of emergent themes was frequently associated with the extent to 

which participants acknowledged and made use of the exploratory capabilities of the 

Web. While some participants regarded access to the Web as simply enabling the 

convenient retrieval of learning resources that have been selected for their use by the 

university, others considered the resources of the Web as enabling a more engaging 

learning experience and the opportunity to build a deep level of understanding. Daniel 

and Glenda, in particular, indicated that they were as if driven to not only navigate to 

the provided learning resources, but to take a highly active role in exploring additional 

resources and constructing an individually-formed understanding of learning topics.

8.4.2 Issues arising from the use of hypermedia
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The issues that arose from the use of hypermedia were interpreted as being largely 

shaped by participants' learning expectations and the support they received from others. 

Relevant to the use of hypermedia, expectations of a Bachelor degree are that graduates 

“will have well-developed cognitive, technical and communication skills to select and 

apply methods and technologies to … analyse and evaluate information to complete a 

range of activities” (AQFC, 2013, p. 47). For many participants, distraction and time 

loss in their search for hypermedia-based resources, frustration at being unable to locate 

suitable resources, and disorientation and a sense of being lost in the hypermedia 

environment, were reported as issues that detracted from the benefits reported above. 

Such experiences have previously been reported in the literature, where, “learner control

in hypermedia environments has been shown to involve several usability problems like 

disorientation, distraction, and cognitive overload” (Scheiter & Gerjets, 2007, p. 289). 

The extent to which these problems are experienced has been related in the literature to 

the self-regulatory skills of learners (Azevedo et al., 2005; Azevedo & Jacobson, 2008; 

Jacobson & Azevedo, 2008; Lajoie, 2005). Most relevant to some of the participants in 

the present study, novice learners may have particular problems in hypermedia learning 

environments where prior learning in the domain has been shown to have an impact on 

such self-regulatory skills (Greene, Costa, Robertson, Pan, & Deekens, 2010; Moos, 

2013; Moos & Azevedo, 2008). A study by Moos and Azevedo (2008) of 49 

undergraduate students with various levels of prior domain knowledge found that this 

prior knowledge was significantly related to how the participants self-regulated their 

learning with hypermedia. They concluded that students with low levels of prior domain

knowledge may face issues with their self regulation in hypermedia environments and 

that, “in order to address this potentially problematic issue, educators should carefully 

consider the self-regulatory demands of learning contexts, especially hypermedia 

environments where students are faced with complicated tasks in which they have little 

prior domain knowledge” (Moos & Azevedo, 2008, p. 290).

Jeffrey, medically diagnosed with ADD and Asperger's syndrome, reported 

experiencing high levels of disorientation, to extents that were atypical within the study.

Disorientation arose in Jeffrey's attempts to select hypermedia links, when he 

encountered multiple opportunities in the choice of such links in Web navigation tasks. 

Asperger's syndrome, now considered an autism spectrum disorder (ASD), and ADD, 
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now referred to as attention-deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), are both classified 

as neuro-developmental disorders but with learning difficulties not expressly included in

the list of diagnostic criteria for either condition (American Psychiatric Association, 

2013). Nevertheless, prominent psychological theories have associated both ASD 

(Attwood, 2008; Gobbo & Shmulsky, 2014; Minshew & Williams, 2008) and ADHD 

(Parker, Hoffman, Sawilowsky, & Rolands, 2011) with deficits in neuro-cognitive skills 

that have implications for learning. Although the difficulties experienced by Jeffrey 

cannot be directly attributed to either of his conditions through their diagnostic criteria, 

this literature notably identifies deficits in 'Theory of Mind' abilities, weak central 

coherence, and impaired executive function as key theories in understanding learning 

difficulties that may arise for individuals with ASD and ADHD. For example, in relation

to his ASD, a comprehensive study of 52 high functioning adolescents and adults with 

autism and 40 group-matched normal controls (Minshew & Williams, 2008), the 

capacity to learn and remember deteriorated as the complexity of the information 

increased. In reporting the findings of that study, impairments were found when the 

amount of information of a single type was large and when the inherent structure of the 

visual or verbal information was complex. Most notably, in relation to Jeffrey's reports 

of likening his use of hypermedia to being in a maze, that study incorporated a maze-

learning task and documented the relationship between increasing complexity of the 

material and progressively worse memory impairments in the autism group. That study 

found that: “As the mazes became increasingly complex, the performance of the autism 

group became progressively worse relative to the controls” (Minshew & Williams, 

2008, p. 57).

The divergence of emergent themes was frequently associated with the extent to 

which participants reported experiencing frustration, and, on occasions, disorientation, 

with their use of hypermedia. While many participants made references to frustration in 

reporting the difficulties they experienced with the use of hypermedia, only some 

attributed these difficulties to deficiencies in Web programming or the characteristics of 

search engines. The others attributed the difficulties they experienced to their personal 

characteristics – their age or their lack of familiarity with search processes. The reports 

of three participants – Peter, Tom, and Jeffrey – indicated that they had experienced a 

pronounced impact on their learning and personal well-being – disorientation and a 
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sense of being lost in the hypermedia environment. Peter and Tom reported the least 

prior education and training of all participants in the study, with Peter having completed

two prior Certificate courses and Tom having completed his schooling to year 10 and a 

trade qualification. Both of these participants attributed their adverse experiences to 

their prior educational and vocational backgrounds. The other participant, Jeffrey, had 

been medically diagnosed with ADD and Asperger's syndrome. He reported 

experiencing atypically high levels of disorientation in his use of hypermedia and 

attributed these experiences to his medical condition.

8.4.3 Addressing the issues arising from the use of hypermedia

The participants, in reflecting on strategies that had, or may have, been used to address 

the issues they reported in their use of hypermedia, identified a number of factors that 

may have supported them in their learning. Issues of distraction and time loss while 

exploring hypermedia were consistently reported as being addressed through self-

discipline on the part of the learner. However, issues more disruptive to their learning, 

frustration associated with the inability to readily locate specific learning resources on 

the Web and feelings of disorientation when accessing hypermedia, were reported as 

being largely addressed through support from others. Such support was identified as 

being either personal tutoring to develop their Web navigation and exploration skills, or 

the provision of selected readings by academic staff, so as to lessen the requirement for 

such navigation and exploration.

The issues associated with the use of hypermedia identified by participants in 

this study broadly aligned with similar reports in the literature, as described in 

Subsection 8.4.2 above. However, the reports and reflections by participants as to the 

means by which issues associated with the use of hypermedia may be most effectively 

addressed were at variance with reports in the contemporary literature. Issues related to 

the self-regulatory skills of learners in hypermedia environments were reported in the 

literature to be most effectively addressed through the use of 'scaffolding', in which such

learners are judiciously supported in their learning (Azevedo & Cromley, 2004; 

Azevedo et al., 2005; Azevedo & Jacobson, 2008; Azevedo et al., 2008; Jacobson & 

Azevedo, 2008). This scaffolding is reported as being in the form of personal tutoring in

domain knowledge. Adaptive scaffolding, in particular, in the form of externally-

regulated learning support provided by a tutor in domain knowledge, has been found to 
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mitigate the high levels of self-regulation in hypermedia learning environments and to 

enhance both the learning outcomes of students and their self-regulatory behaviour 

(Azevedo et al., 2005, 2008).

This study contributes to an understanding of strategies by which the issues 

arising from the use of hypermedia by older workers in online learning may be 

addressed. Most notably, the personal tutoring by academic staff, advocated in the 

literature as being effective in addressing issues encountered in the use of hypermedia, 

was not advocated by any of the participants in this study. The reports and reflections by

participants identified effective support as being support from others in forms which did

not involve personal tutoring in domain knowledge. One means of support was through 

personal tutoring to develop their Web navigation and exploration skills, as may be 

available from ancillary staff. Another means of support was through the provision of 

selected readings by academic staff, so as to lessen the requirement for such navigation 

and exploration. While these findings do not to imply that such personal tutoring by 

academic staff may not have been of value, those participants who reported having 

issues with the use of hypermedia identified methods to address these issues which may 

have been effectively provided either by personal tutoring from ancillary staff or by the 

judicious provision of resources. As such, the support from others advocated by the 

participants may have been provided in a form that was both more effective for these 

older workers as learners and more cost-effective for the providers of their learning, 

particularly where personal tutoring in higher education has been associated with a high 

unit cost of educational provision (Anderson & McGreal, 2012; Lomax-Smith et al., 

2011). While support in the form of personal tutoring in domain knowledge was 

reported by participants as having the potential to address issues arising from 

independent learning, as reported in Chapter Nine, such tutoring was not directly 

associated with their use of hypermedia as a discrete element of their experience of 

online learning. These findings thus illustrate the potential need for support, in the form 

of personal tutoring from ancillary staff or by the judicious provision of resources, for 

such older workers in their use of hypermedia.

Jeffrey, medically diagnosed with ADD and Asperger's syndrome, reported 

atypical experiences in terms of his high levels of disorientation. The conversations with

Jeffrey regarding his use of hypermedia were notably concerned with his experiences of
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disorientation, his sense of being lost, and strategies that were, or may have been, used 

to address those issues. His experiences of disorientation were interpreted as having 

their origin in situations where he cognitively encountered multiple opportunities from 

which to make choices. This phenomenon is identified in the literature, where increased 

navigational opportunity is seen as increasing the possibility of disorientation: 

“Navigation can become troublesome in hypertext systems: as the number of options 

increases, the possibility of confusion or disorientation also increases” (Gall & 

Hannafin, 1994, p. 213). The only consistently effective factor identified by Jeffrey as 

mitigating his potential for disorientation was Web page design that removed multiple 

opportunities in the choice of hypermedia links. This factor is acknowledged in the 

literature, where a reduction in the number of opportunities, a minimal design, has been 

presented as mitigating disorientation and assisting learning: “Structural differences in 

hypermedia that follow a more minimal design, that parse discrete nodes of information 

rather than presenting highly interconnected information, aid learning” (Wells & 

McCrory, 2011, p. 201).

The most notable situation described by Jeffrey related to Web page design that 

removed multiple opportunities was where dynamic elements allowed a large amount of

information – presented sequentially through the expansion and collapse of list items – 

was displayed on one Web page. Such design removed the need to navigate to multiple 

other pages, and was reported by him to reduce his potential for navigational 

disorientation. Schraefel, Karam, and Zhao (2003) have demonstrated that such 

expansion and collapse, as may be facilitated by the use of JavaScript or similar 

programming tools, enables the user to maintain the content of the Web page in context 

while having access to large amounts of information. “Expanding and collapsing lists 

have the advantage over lists of maintaining a controllable, persistent context for the 

user” (Schraefel, Karam, & Zhao, 2003, p. 8), allowing user-control of the extent to 

which information is visible on the page. These experiences of Jeffrey thus lend support 

to the use of Web page design that removes the multiple opportunities for choice in 

hypermedia navigation. Such design, reported as mitigating the high levels of 

disorientation experienced by Jeffrey, may be used in similar circumstances to address 

the disorientation experienced by other older worker learners, or other novice users of 

hypermedia.
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Chapter Nine

Independent Learning

The previous two chapters focussed on the use of technology and the use of hypermedia

as elements that enabled the participants to engage in their online learning and navigate 

or explore the Web, principally for the purpose of locating resources to assist their 

learning. This chapter focusses on the third element, independent learning, as the 

predominant means by which participants were able to develop increased self-reliance, 

or autonomy, in their learning. The essence of their experience of independent learning 

was, for all participants, characterised by varying degrees of balance between the 

development of self-reliance in their learning, the support provided by others, and issues

that arose in terms of their understanding. Such issues were reported as having the 

potential to be addressed largely through support from colleagues and from other more 

knowledgeable individuals.

The development of self-reliance, or autonomy, in their learning was the basis of

conversations with all ten participants and narrated in 86 items of conversation, 

described in Section 9.1 below. Issues seen as having adverse impacts on their learning 

or personal well-being were reported by many of the participants and narrated in 29 

items of conversation as described in Section 9.2. Section 9.3 describes the role of 

online support strategies available to the learners as a means of enabling their 

developing self-reliance, as reported by all of the participants and narrated in 50 items 

of conversation. Section 9.4 describes the role of the face-to-face support strategies, as 

reported by all of the participants and narrated in 82 items of conversation. The 

concluding section, Section 9.5, discusses the experiences of these study participants in 

the light of previous research in the field.

9.1 The Development of Learner Autonomy

The development of learner autonomy for the participants was principally centred 

around a growing familiarity with both the processes and the areas of their learning over

time. As such, the benefits provided by the preceding elements, the use of technology 

and the use of hypermedia, when realised and amalgamated with effective learning 

processes, enabled the areas of their learning to be explored and understood, and 
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assessment tasks to be satisfactorily completed. This development of learner autonomy 

was frequently presented by the participants as statements lamenting the absence of 

immediate support for direction or cognition, as may be available through face-to-face 

communication with a tutor or lecturer. The most prominent topic of conversation 

related to learner autonomy was the way in which their self-reliance had developed over

time. However, topics of conversation were also related to the impact of prior learning 

on the development of their learner autonomy and the value of such autonomy in terms 

of the development of their self-confidence.

9.1.1 The impact of prior learning

Prior learning within the area and completing tutorials in learning skills were reported 

as two of the factors contributing to the ways the participants had developed their 

capacity to undertake activities in their independent learning environment. Some 

participants narrated how their learning had progressed more smoothly as a result of 

prior learning, either in the same area as the current course of study or more broadly in 

terms of the development of their learning skills. Peter reported that his prior vocational 

learning and workplace activities provided a basis for his understanding in one of his 

current courses of study:

Literacy was a good example [of the impact of prior learning]. From 

having had some experience with literacy, I realise it's what I've been 

doing all my life.

Such prior learning reduced the demands of his current learning to that of simply 

relating familiar understandings to an academic framework:

It was just a case of finding readings that supported my thoughts. … I 

realised through [experience] that it wasn't hard. It was what I've been 

doing every day of my life for the last 30 years. … The jargon you use 

changes from point to point throughout the day. So, you adjust that 

according to who your audience is. And, I've been doing that all my life. 

So, it put a name to what I've been doing. Simple English, or plain 

English, or all those types of things.

Some participants described progressing more smoothly as a result of having 

completed prior tutorials in learning skills which grounded them in an understanding of 

how to interpret assessment questions, gather resources, and write academically. 
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Deborah, in an extensive narrative, described how her learning skills had developed 

over time. She reported on the value of the learning skills tutorials provided by the 

University for first-time students:

I suppose, first up, the tutorials and the little workshops that [the 

University] run for first-time students are very good – how to unpack the 

question, and what steps to take in order to write it, and to proof-read it, 

and to get to the end. So, initially, I followed those steps, and all of those 

little cheat sheets, quite closely. And, the first assignment happened and 

it all fell into place.

She proceeded to describe how the development of her learning skills had enabled her to

be more discriminating in her choice of resources, and thus to save time during the 

completion of assessment tasks:

I'm much more specific about which readings I'm going to read and find, 

now that I'm going more to readings that I've researched rather than just 

the readings that have been provided. Because I'm now focussing more 

on specifically what I want to do with the assignments. ... So, my study 

skills have evolved to be more time-efficient than they were previously.

She remarked that she had chosen to undertake her initial tutorials in learning skills 

online, rather than attend face-to-face sessions:

I suppose the technical stuff would have been right at the very beginning 

– learning how to read and write academically, and write assignments, 

and stuff – those tutorials that you could go onto, on the library website. 

I didn't actually attend any face-to-face ones. I worked mainly through 

the online tutorials.

She concluded by remarking that she had subsequently undertaken face-to-face tutorials

to further the development of her learning skills, along with her academic learning, as 

part of an iterative process that enabled her autonomy as a learner to develop:

[I was developing my learning skills] because I had cheat sheets, 

practising that, then reflecting on it [my learning skills] in the tutorials, 

being able to ask questions and clarify and just identify that I was on the 

right track. So, that's the evolution of becoming competent – reading 

academically, writing academically, doing those types of things. So, it's 
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gaining the knowledge, and practising, and revisiting it, and reflecting 

on it, and, then, continuing through that learning process.

9.1.2 Developing learner autonomy over time

The most prominent conversation topic related to independent learning was that of the 

ways in which learner autonomy had developed over time. Many participants reported 

on the time they had spent and the difficulty and lack of confidence they had 

experienced when they undertook their initial assessment tasks. With time and practice, 

however, they progressively acquired learning skills, and their experiences of difficulty 

and lack of confidence subsided and were replaced by self-reliance and associated 

experiences of self-confidence and self-efficacy. Kathy described having experienced 

difficulties at the beginning of her university learning, but indicated that the 

development of her learner autonomy was now at an intermediate stage – she had 

acquired some learning skills but was not yet completely self-confident:

I most needed [help in the] very beginning: “Don't know! It's all new!” 

Definitely! … And, that's when you're struggling. And, then there's a 

phrase that, now – I think I've gone through that struggle part, most of it 

anyway – I'm into that phase where I'm not completely confident, but I 

think I know the right questions to ask at least! In certain areas. So, 

that's where I am right now.

She expressed the view that such an intermediate stage in the development of her 

learner autonomy may also apply to other learners and in other circumstances. At such a

stage of development, she reflected, the learner comes to assume control of the learning 

process to the extent that they are able to determine when they need the advice of 

others, as may be obtained through questioning:

I think that applies to [learning] anything as well. In starting a new job, 

everything is confusing, and you need the most help, you get to a point 

where: “Okay. Go away. I'll ask the questions now.”

She proceeded to remark that this intermediate stage would lead to a final stage, where a

learner would have developed sufficient autonomy and self-confidence to be able to 

respond to the learning needs of others:

Then you get to the final stages, where you're quite confident, and you 

can contribute to the other people's needs as well, and you recognise, 
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and you can be … more confident. And that's where I think that – in my 

studies, I'm not there yet, but I'll get there, sometime, later.

9.1.3 The achievement of learner autonomy

Some participants reported that they had developed their learning skills through time 

and with practice to a stage where they had achieved a high degree of learner autonomy 

and, as a result, they experienced greater self-confidence in their online learning. 

Glenda had developed her skills to a stage where independent online learning was her 

preferred mode of learning and group-based learning, as may take place in a class, was 

simply an adjunct to it:

[Online learning] is my preferred way of learning. If I'm in a face-to-face

class, I'll still be the person at the back, with my head down taking notes.

I don't need that, the class interaction. I prefer not to have it. But, that's 

just the way I study. I'm happy to be in a class. But just don't make me 

get up and do stuff. Just let me sit, take my notes, and ask the occasional 

question, if I need to.

Kerry reported that the development of her learning skills had giving rise to 

experiences of greater self-confidence in her learning ability, which she regarded as 

being rewarding:

I guess the high points [of online learning], for me, would be the fact 

that I could do it, and have a go at it, that I did build confidence, 

learning new stuff. You know, that's what I'm here to do, learn some more

stuff. And, that's a high.

Leanne described, in enthusiastic terms, experiencing a great sense of 

achievement arising from the successful outcome of her autonomous learning towards 

the completion of assessment tasks:

If you work something out, or you find something and you get the 

information you need, there is this great sense of achievement. And, it's 

like being autonomous, I suppose. Because you've gone: “Woo-hew! I've 

done something myself. I've got this. I've achieved something. I've found 

what I was looking for. I've learnt something.”
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9.2 Issues Arising from Independent Learning

All participants indicated an understanding of the extent of independent learning 

required of them during their course, most notably through reports of how their 

independent learning skills had developed over time. This understanding, though, was 

accompanied by the identification of a diverse range of issues arising from the 

requirements of independent learning. Issues were principally experienced as 

frustration, an emotional response to the opposition to the expedient progress of their 

learning. Their learning was delayed due to difficulties in interpreting requirements and 

understanding information within their independent learning environment. Most evident

of the issues, for all participants, was the identification of a lack of understanding and 

the associated needs and preferences for cognitive support. Many participants expressed

a disjunction, especially in the early stages of their learning in any particular area, 

between those needs and preferences and the support provided in their learning 

program. For some participants, this disjunction was expressed through mild 

recollections of difficulties they had previously faced, while for others it was expressed 

through reports of pronounced and ongoing difficulty. There were numerous references 

to frustration in the participant's reports of their experiences with independent learning. 

Most notably, two participants, Daniel and Jeffrey, reported a marked disturbance in 

their personal well-being, which, while attributed to their personal circumstances, was 

exacerbated by a lack of readily available support for the development of their 

understanding.

9.2.1 Deficiencies in assessment requirements

Some participants reported deficiencies in the assessment requirements of their courses. 

There was a general sense of anxiety and a lack of confidence as an emotional response 

to the lack of clarity and surety regarding assessment tasks. Peter reported, as detailed in

Subsection 9.1.1 above, that prior vocational learning and workplace activities reduced 

the demands of his learning to simply relating familiar understandings to an academic 

framework. However, he reported that the demands of assessment tasks that were 

disconnected from his everyday vocational activities, such as the requirement to explore

theoretical frameworks, created difficulties:

[I often have difficulty with] something that I don't see a lot of relevance 

to, or that I don't see a practical application to [my vocational 
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activities]. … The worst part of doing any assignment is the theory that 

you've got to support it with. I'm not the type of person who would wait 

for the latest book, or latest thesis from somebody about instructional 

design, or literacy, or whatever. That doesn't really do anything for 

me. ... I do it because I have to do it, but it's not something that I'd 

normally do.

Kerry reported that a lack of clarity in defining assessment requirements had 

been responsible for misinterpretations. She indicated that support in the form of time-

consuming asynchronous communication was necessary, on occasions, to adequately 

interpret the requirements:

You'll see a question, or you'll be asked to do something, and there's no 

explanation of it, from a person. So, you just need to interpret it the best 

you can, or you need to e-mail back and forth, back and forth.

She remarked that such a lack of clarity in defining assessment requirements was 

particularly relevant in independent online learning environments, where opportunities 

for interpretation may not be immediately available:

It's really critical that when they write the assessment, it's very, very 

clear, with online learning. If the assessment items are too vague, then it 

does make it difficult. And, even, we found, there were typos in the latest 

assessment items that we got. And, that typo was actually a huge 

difference in the outcome of the assignment. So, just leaving out one 

word, actually made a huge difference. And, everyone was thinking: 

“What the?” And, [the lecturer'] got back to us, and said: “No! This is 

what you need to do,” which was good. … I guess, it has to have very, 

very clear assessment guidelines to be, to do it on your own.

9.2.2 Lack of understanding

Many participants reported issues with their independent learning due to a lack of 

familiarity with the information underpinning their learning activities. The gap between 

their understanding and the expectations of their learning and assessment were reported 

as giving rise, for some participants, to a lack of self-confidence and, for others, to 

pronounced stress and frustration. For many participants, this was most evident at the 

commencement of their program. Deborah described her lack of understanding as 
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presenting difficulties at the beginning, due to unfamiliar language and to her personal 

routines:

Initially, it [learning at the commencement of the program] was just 

overwhelming. Reading something, and trying to understand it, obviously

being a different 'language' to what I'd considered before. And, it was 

quite daunting, to actually make myself sit in the study and shut the door.

Glenda indicated that the learning expectations in her university learning were quite 

demanding and that she found assessment, which may have revealed her lack of 

understanding, a fearful prospect:

The first assessment, two assessments, were … [scary]. I enjoyed the 

whole process, but they are quite scary. … So, it was a bit of a leap of 

faith, and a jump into the unknown. Because, I've done work up to a 

diploma level, but never at university level. So, it was just dive in, boots 

and all.

While many participants described such experiences, both Daniel and Jeffrey 

provided extensive narratives detailing the difficulties that they faced in this regard and 

the impact of those difficulties on their sense of well-being. Daniel had a background in 

automotive engineering and much of his previous learning was related to procedural 

knowledge:

I think, perhaps, it goes back to my training as a mechanic, of logical 

sequences, logical steps. Everything has to go, and you pull it apart this 

way, you put it together again the same way. But, in between the two, 

there are steps that have to be taken.

He described experiences of stress that he attributed to the difficulties he faced with his 

lack of understanding and, when confronted with a need for understanding, the lack of 

availability of clear direction:

The main thing that I find – which is the negative to the self-directed, 

online, type of e-learning environment – is, if you are having that 

difficulty understanding a concept, or pinning down a process, and you 

really can't get that definite, or really clear, instruction about a 

particular thing, that it becomes very, very stressful that you're not sure 

that that's what you should be doing. … So, it starts to really feed on 
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itself, the doubt. And, then you actually start to lose the whole plot of it.

He indicated that the ready availability of cognitive support for the development of his 

understanding may alleviate the difficulties he faced:

Whereas, if you could turn and say, to your lecturer or whatever: “So, 

that's right. Isn't it?” and they'd say: “Yes, that's fine!” or: “No, no, 

you've completely made a whole breakfast of that!” Then, you knew. You 

had that answer straight away.

Jeffrey, medically diagnosed with ADD and Asperger's syndrome, when questioned 

about the support he received in his online learning, reported experiencing a sense of 

isolation:

Generally, you don't [get support]. It's too isolated. It lacks the personal 

contact.

He described experiences of disorientation and lamented the lack of readily accessible 

support for the development of his understanding, particularly at the commencement of 

learning activities:

You're stumbling around in the dark, to start off with. And then, you're 

going along. So, really – and that's one of the things that is hard, I guess,

because there's no feedback, etcetera, as you're working – you really 

don't know how well you're doing, if you're doing the right thing, if 

you're going in the right direction.

He subsequently concluded that the direction that was provided, where it might follow 

an assessment process, came too late to address his learning needs:

The only time you really get that sort of feedback is when you actually 

send in the assessment, and then wait to get it marked, to see: “Oh! 

Yeah! I really was going in the right direction.” So, it's a bit of hit and 

miss.

9.2.3 The need for support

Most participants reported that the issues that arose from their independent learning 

were, or could be, addressed by cognitive support from others, most notably in the form 

of dialogue during their learning and assessment activities. Many, however, reported 

experiences of frustration due to delays in receiving such support, particularly related to 

the development of their understanding when learning independently. Kerry made a 
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comparison between her online learning and previous face-to-face learning experiences,

where support for her learning was available immediately:

I find it [online learning] frustrating, at times, because you don't have 

that feedback you need straight away that you would [get] with face-to-

face. … I guess it's the confusion, and the lack of confidence that you 

might have when you read something: “Am I on the right track?”

Leanne, while indicating that her learning in isolation led to a sense of frustration, 

remarked that she missed the access to support from others in the form of the 

interchange of ideas inherent in dialogue:

Sometimes I get a sense of frustration, when I can't do what I want to do.

You've got a screen in front of you that can't answer you. … But, when I 

need to do something on a computer, or a laptop, whatever it might be, 

using the Internet, you've got no-one to ask. You've got none of that to-

ing and fro-ing that you can get. So, sometimes, I get that sense of 

frustration.

Jeffrey remarked that, for him, the most need for support was at the commencement of a

learning activity, when there was the greatest gap between his existing and his required 

level of understanding:

For me, when I'm doing anything online, the first part is always the 

hardest. Because, once I've gotten into it, then I can pick up on various 

comments that are made. … So, the greatest [need for] help is definitely 

at the start, where you're just starting to understand the ways of thinking,

the terminology, the jargon.

He attributed the ongoing difficulties in his understanding to a lack of direction or 

leadership from academic staff:

So, lack of leadership [creates the difficulty]. Because a teacher, 

instructor, a lecturer, etcetera, is there to lead. … If online learning was 

combined with good signposts – it could be a lecturer sending out: 

“Search this, in regards to this.” – you've got a direction to go.

For Tom, the lack of ready support was the most unpleasant of his experiences with his 

independent online learning:

The worst [experience of online learning] would be not having someone 
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to call on, if I'm stuck with something. That would be pretty much the 

worst [experience].

9.3 Online Support for Independent Learning

In conversations related to their independence in online learning, most participants 

reported experiences and issues related to the online support that they had received from

other. These reports indicated that there was a great diversity of needs and preferences 

in terms of the type, amount, and immediacy of the support they required to meet the 

expectations of their learning. For some participants, there was a disjunction between 

those needs and preferences and the support provided. Participants expressed views on 

both the support provided through asynchronous communications, in the form of 

discussion boards and emails, and through synchronous communication, in the form of 

both individual telephone calls and group-based conference calls.

9.3.1 Asynchronous communication

The online learning environment for all participants provided the opportunity for 

collaborative learning through both text-based discussion boards with their fellow 

learners and email communication with academic staff. Some participants made use of 

the online discussion boards, reporting that they provided an opportunity for dialogue 

that may have enabled their understanding. However, only one participant, Leanne, was 

an active user and expressed enthusiasm for use of the discussion boards. In a lengthy 

narrative, she remarked that she had a preference for learning environments that enabled

dialogue, including discussion boards and forums:

I like forums and … an organised session where people can actually get 

together and ask each other questions … online, like texting online, or 

forum, or chats, or things like that, in that respect, for online learning. If 

I'm participating in that [independent online learning], I need that 

[dialogue].

She proceeded to describe how such dialogue contributed to the development of her 

understanding and was stimulating and encouraging:

The highlight for me, in relation to online learning, would be that high 

moment that I got. … It was like: “I just don't understand what this is all 

about,” and that sharing in that forum, and people talking about, “Well, 
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this is how I interpret it,” and those kind of things. It was like: “Yeah! 

Okay! I get it now.” That kind of thing is really exhilarating.

She continued by commenting that the stimulation and encouragement of the learning 

forum could still be obtained without active participation, through simply remaining in 

the background and observing the dialogue taking place between other, more active, 

forum users:

You know, you could actually not participate in that forum, but just be 

like a 'lurker' sort of person, just watching. And you could still have that 

[Aha!] moment, without being a confident online learner, but still have 

that moment.

However, while some participants indicated that they had benefited from the use 

of discussion boards, there were also reservations about their use, with issues most 

frequently relating to the degree of participation by other learners. Deborah reported 

that she had made only occasional use of the discussion boards and expressed 

appreciation for it being left to her discretion:

Even though it was learning done in isolation, there was communication,

so there was a cohort, and you could read what other people said, and, if

you didn't agree, that was fine. Or, if you didn't want to participate, that 

was fine as well. You could have a bit of a lurk. So, I kind of like the idea 

that you can make the decision to do that.

Ken, on the other hand, in reflecting the value of discussion boards, suggested that they 

were of limited benefit if there was an insufficient number of learners posting to the 

board:

As far as the discussion boards are concerned, there was limited benefit, 

as far as I can see. But, the potential is definitely there for more. It really 

depends on how many people are using it, and what they are really 

prepared to use it for.

He indicated that the boards could be used to facilitate effective dialogue but, on 

occasions, had been used inappropriately, for posting questions that could have been 

answered more effectively by other means:

As far as discussion boards at uni. go, I can see quite a bit of potential if 

people shared their ideas and put out meaningful questions. A lot of time,
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[for] the questions people posted, they could have answered them fairly 

simply by reading the course profile, answered them themselves, without 

asking other people. But it helped, probably, a few people to clarify 

questions, I suppose.

He remarked that the discussion boards could have been used more effectively for 

dialogue, thereby contributing to the development of understanding among users:

That's what I expected these discussion boards to be – that people 

actually discuss the content of the course and raise any questions they 

came across in their research, or whether they needed clarification. That 

somebody would write: “Does anybody know what is meant by that?” 

And then, like a forum, where other people would say: “Well, I believe. 

This is how I see it.” And somebody else would come and say: “No, hang

on! I think of it this way.”

Narrative about the use of email centred around the lack of prompt responses 

from lecturers to requests for information. The delay in response to email requests was 

varyingly seen as ranging from being a source of mild frustration to being a source of 

pronounced stress and frustration, impacting on well-being and on learning 

effectiveness. Experiences of pronounced stress and frustration were most notably 

reported by Daniel, whose difficulties due to a lack of understanding are reported in 

Subsection 9.2.2 above. Daniel reported that he found delays in receiving responses to 

his requests for information difficult to deal with:

It's quite destructive, on your mind-set and your confidence in what 

you're doing, that you're not getting that feedback in real time. Because 

your issue, that you have, is in real time. But, the resolution of it is in 

“whenever!” And, that's really difficult to deal with. Especially if it's 

something that's causing all manner of stress, at the time.

He indicated that, if an asynchronous communication system were to be used, both 

prompt and fulsome responses would be required for the system to be effective:

I find it very frustrating because, if there is some extra information I 

want, I'm not able to access it in real time. I am somebody, due to my 

learning style, that I like to know exactly what you [the lecturer] want. If 

I e-mailed you, and I got an e-mail back from you tomorrow, and I felt 
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“Yeah, it kind of answered my question, but not fully.” So, then I have to 

e-mail you again. So, from that, there's a sense of frustration.

9.3.2 Synchronous communication

Some participants reflected on the use of synchronous communication, in the form of 

either individual telephone calls or group-based conference calls. They remarked that 

such communication, to some extent, furthered their understanding. Kathy, reported that

the telephone conference calls, although available to all, were only used by some of the 

learners:

We do have 'cocktail' phone conferences … telephone conferences, with 

the lecturer, scheduled telephone conference calls, with whoever, 

whatever other students want to come in.

She reported that the quality of the audio was poor but she attended because some 

sections of the calls, although small, were of value to her:

The telephone conferences, they're sometimes difficult to hear other 

people, what they're talking. It's fine I can hear the lecturer, but I can't 

hear other people. They talk quietly. They mumble. ... Bit of a waste of 

time. But I get on them, because I do get some value out of [them], from 

my questions, and I do get some value out of other people's questions. 

But, percentage-wise, a small percent of the time that you spend.

9.4 Face-to-face Support for Independent Learning

All participants reported their experiences of the face-to-face support they had received 

during their learning. These reports indicated that there was a diversity of needs and 

preferences in the face-to-face support required to meet the expectations of their 

learning and that those needs and preferences were largely met by the support provided. 

Participants reported on the support they received through three distinct types of face-

to-face learning situations: group-based learning, individual tutoring, and work-based 

collaborative learning.

9.4.1 Group-based learning sessions

The participants reported that, each semester, two group-based learning sessions in the 

form of tutorials were made available to them, within their predominantly independent 

online learning environment. Many, but not all, participants made use of these sessions 
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and indicated that such a blended approach – incorporating both online and group-based

learning opportunities – was the most effective for them, principally in terms of 

developing their understanding. Deborah and Glenda, in particular, provided extensive 

narratives describing the value of the group-based sessions to their learning. Both these 

women had more than 30 years experience with the use of technology and many years 

of experience with the use of hypermedia. As such, they reported few issues with these 

enabling elements of online learning. They devoted most of the time during the 

interview conversations to experiences and reflections related to independent learning 

and the associated support that they received through their group-based learning 

sessions. Deborah reported that these tutorial sessions included an opportunity for 

interaction with the other learners that contributed to her understanding:

With regard to the part-time remote learning, there is the opportunity 

there to go to tutorials, even if it's just to have a little bit of interaction 

with the other students. … Just the interaction, the debates I had with 

some of the other students, helped me identify, I suppose, specific areas 

that I could go [to] in my assignment. So, the tutorials were good.

She continued by commenting that the face-to-face tutorials served as an effective 

complement to her independent online learning:

That [online learning] was backed-up, and supported by, the face-to-face

tutorials, when we went to class, and the tutor actually started to discuss 

the assessment, and helped us to unpack, and pointed us in directions 

that we might need to go. So, that reinforced the work that had been 

happening [independently].

Glenda remarked that her independent online learning was inherently lacking the

interaction that enabled the development of her understanding, but that the tutorial 

sessions enabled that interaction to occur, particularly through exchanges with the 

lecturer:

[The worst aspect of online learning] probably would be that you miss 

out on the interaction that you get in any traditional classroom, where 

you get that value-added, those extra comments from the lecturer, that 

may either give you some underpinning knowledge, or may just set an 

idea. So, we have that [interaction] one day a term. Actually, twice, two 
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days. We see them for two six-hour sessions.

She proceeded to remark that being well-prepared for the tutorial sessions enabled 

consolidation and validation of the understanding developed during her independent 

online learning:

I will have done all the readings when I get there, so it allows me a 

chance to consolidate, to make sure that I'm on track. … If you go into 

those tutorials with all those questions, and we do, we'll … go to the 

lecturer and say: “Look, this really isn't – and it might be me – but it's 

not clear to me.” And, so, by the time I've finished, I've left there, I will 

walk out knowing, either I'm way off track, or it is what it is, and I've got 

it fairly well nailed. So, that's the value-added of those tutorials.

Only one of the participants, Kerry, who had completed a prior tertiary 

qualification, reported having received little value from the group-based learning 

sessions. She indicated that she preferred the autonomy that her independent online 

learning environment allowed:

I'm a team player, so I'm happy to do group work, but I do like to do my 

learning by myself, because I get too distracted. It's okay to do a little bit

of work-shopping, but not for a very long time. That's just my personal 

preference. Some people prefer just to bounce ideas off each other. That's

the way they roll. But, no, with the online, I'm actually doing a lot better 

at it than I thought I would. So, I'm happy to do it on my own, in my own 

time.

She indicated that the dialogue enabled by meeting in a group was neither necessary or 

preferred in terms of her constructing an understanding of the area of her learning, and 

that the time spent in the group-based sessions was, for her, not time well-spent.

I don't mind doing group work, but I get really bored very quickly. So, the

group work needs to be quick, and fast. I actually prefer: “Just give me 

the information, so I can just go away and do it myself! So, let's all get 

together, get what we need, but don't waste my time, sitting around, 

chatting, chatting, chatting about the same stuff for three hours. What we

learnt in three hours, we can do in ten minutes. Let's get on with it, so I 

can go away and do stuff on my own.”
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9.4.2 Individual tutoring sessions

Some participants reported that face-to-face support in the form of brief individual 

tutoring sessions with the lecturer, when required, was able to provide a necessary 

clarification of their understanding. Kerry remarked that such sessions, however short, 

were able to provide clarification not readily available with online learning:

I guess it's the confusion [with online learning], and the lack of 

confidence that you might have when you read something: “Am I on the 

right track?” Whereas, if you're in a face-to-face situation: “Am I on the 

right track? Yes or no?” Help [is available] straight away, in that sort of

situation.

Daniel, as detailed in Subsection 9.2.2 above, narrated the difficulties that he faced with 

his understanding and the impact these difficulties had on his sense of well-being. He 

attributed great value to brief individual tutoring sessions in providing direction for his 

learning:

When I've needed it, it's been brilliant! And, that's the thing. You don't 

realise that you're getting yourself into trouble. I recall I was doing an 

assignment, … and I just couldn't get my head around it. … And, I 

organised to have a one-on-one with my tutor. And, I said to her: “Look, 

I just don't get it. What is it you actually want me to do here?” … She, 

she walked me through it, and it took like two minutes to clarify what it 

was. And, then it was really that light bulb moment of “Okay! So, you 

just want this?” And it's: “Yeah. That's what I want.”

He proceeded to indicate that such support was instrumental in reducing the stress that 

he associated with his lack of understanding:

Oh! It's just brilliant. Like, it's just so good when you're really struggling 

and you do get that, either one-on-one support, or you find out what the 

actual issue is and sorted out. It just feels so good! It really does! … You 

become so fixated on the problem that you're having, that you can't 

function on anything else, because that's what's the focus of your 

attention, is this particular problem. And, that's all that you can focus on.

… You end up being stressed and snappy with everybody, and all the rest 

of it. And then, of course, when you get some help, and you get it sorted 
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out, [it's] like: “Oh! Everything is well in the world again!”

9.4.3 Work-based collaborative learning sessions

Three participants – Glenda, Kerry, and Peter – were in a workplace where a 

collaborative learning environment had been established by a group of four learners 

undertaking the same university program. These learners chose to attend meetings of the

group when they felt the need. Two participants, Glenda and Peter, attended the 

meetings regularly and indicated that the meetings were effective for them, principally 

in terms of developing and clarifying their understanding. Glenda indicated that the 

meetings were effective but needed to be an informal arrangement:

But, away from that [independent learning], … we've got quite a good 

little group of four of us here that are doing the university. And we all 

work together, and we'll just have like a lunchtime conversation. But, 

we've never entertained the idea of saying: “Well, let's do a big study 

group?” because … we're all at different times of teaching and stuff.

She remarked that the group was effective in terms of both clarifying her understanding 

and proof-reading assessment submissions:

With the fellow students, it's been very helpful because it's given us a 

chance to just make sure that we're all on track. … It's been good to see, 

one, how other people go about it, but, also, we'll proof-read each other's

work, and things like that, because it's just the way we tend to work 

together.

Peter commenced his narrative with a description of his need for understanding, as may 

be provided by such learning sessions:

[I would most need support], probably, if I didn't understand what part 

of the assessment was about – trying to work out what the lecturer 

means. Because, sometimes they [collaborative learning sessions] are for 

somebody who … hasn't got the benefit of years and years of experience 

in that particular topic, trying to understand: “What the hell does he 

mean? What are we supposed to do here? What does this mean?”

He proceeded to describe, more notably, how the collaborative learning sessions had 

been used to consolidate and develop questions that could subsequently be put to the 

lecturer during forthcoming group-based tutorial sessions:
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We might sit around, have a bit of a discussion, get a few ideas together. 

Usually before a tutorial, so that, on the day, we can hit him [the lecturer]

with all the questions ... Because, we are usually all thinking the same 

thing: not any idea of what it really means! But, usually, if we sit down, 

and throw ideas around, we can come up with a more comprehensive list.

… We can come up with a whole range of different questions, and then 

bombard the lecturer with whatever, in one sitting.

Kerry, who had completed a prior tertiary qualification, indicated that she had not felt 

the need to attend the collaborative learning sessions:

I haven't really needed that, at this stage. So, support wise, I haven't 

tapped into it, because I've ended up figuring it out for myself, or asking 

one of the other teachers. So, I guess there is a little bit of support going 

on, a band of merry men as we are, getting through this degree.

9.5 Discussion

Independent learning, as an element of the experience of online learning for these 

participants, was reported as both enabling the development of their learner autonomy 

and presenting issues that adversely impacted on their learning and personal well-being.

The convergence of emergent themes has enabled an overview of the development of 

their learner autonomy and associated issues across the experiences of participants. The 

balance between the development of learner autonomy and the varying types and 

amount of support provided by others was a defining characteristic of the experiences of

participants in the study. Such a balance between learner autonomy and associated 

learning support in independent learning environments has been well discussed in the 

literature since the development of distance learning many years ago and it continues as 

a point of discussion in contemporary understandings of online learning (Anderson, 

2008a; Moore, 1980, 1993, 2007, 2013; Moore & Kearsley, 2012). The divergence of 

emergent themes during data analysis, however, was able to provide a nuanced 

understanding of the participants' experiences of independent learning, as detailed in the

sections above. This study thus contributes to knowledge in the field through the 

identification and description of such divergent themes, and the issues and experiences 

in some detail for this cohort of older workers. Such an identification and description of 

issues and experiences may alert educators to the potential issues and experiences of 
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other older workers in similar online learning environments. The study further 

contributes to knowledge in the field through identifying ways in which the issues 

arising from independent learning may be addressed, as described in Subsections 9.5.3 

and 9.5.4 below.

9.5.1 The Development of Learner Autonomy

The growing familiarity over time with both the processes and the areas of learning was 

central to an understanding of the development of learner autonomy for the participants.

Initial experiences were frequently characterised by dissatisfaction with the amount of 

time spent and the difficulty and lack of confidence when undertaking assessment tasks.

Time and practice were reported as enabling learning skills to be acquired with these 

initial experiences being replaced by self-reliance and self-confidence. These reports are

consistent with theoretical perceptions of the development of learner autonomy in 

online learning environments (Moore, 2013; Moore & Kearsley, 2012, Ribbe & 

Bezanilla, 2013) where learners may exhibit diverse capacities for autonomy, varyingly 

referred to as “degrees of learner autonomy” (Moore, 2013, p. 247) and “levels of 

learner autonomy” (Ribbe & Bezanilla, 2013, p. 102). The reports by participants were 

also consistent with empirical research in the field. A mixed-method qualitative study by

Snodin (2013), conducted with a group of 28 university students in Thailand, 

investigated the varying degrees of autonomy achieved by learners in an online learning

environment where their learning was scaffolded within a zone of proximal 

development, as informed by the work of Vygotsky (1935/1978). That study concluded 

that autonomy and an associated sense of self-confidence developed through a 

progressive exposure to independent learning over time, suggesting that autonomy is 

not a static, or stable, condition for individuals: “The description of these learners 

developing their autonomy to a different extent supports the arguments that the road to 

autonomy is a process conditioned by each individual's zone of proximal development 

and that the state of autonomy is essentially unstable” (Snodin, 2013, p. 215).

The divergence of emergent themes was frequently associated with the extent to 

which participants had developed their autonomy as learners within their independent 

learning environment. While some participants spoke little of their self-reliance in their 

independent learning other than to indicate issues with the development of their 

understanding, others reported on the achievement of various degrees of learner 
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autonomy and on the experiences of self-confidence that accompanied their developing 

autonomy. Kerry, Glenda, and Leanne, in particular, indicated that they had developed a 

high degree of autonomy within their independent learning environment and, while 

benefiting, each in their own way, from the support from others, that the effectiveness of

their learning and their sense of well-being were not contingent on such support.

9.5.2 Issues Arising from Independent Learning

The issues that arose from independent learning were interpreted as being largely 

shaped by participants' learning expectations and the support they received from others. 

Relevant to independent learning, expectations of a Bachelor degree are that graduates 

“will apply knowledge and skills to demonstrate autonomy... in contexts that require 

self-directed work and learning” (AQFC, 2013, p. 47). The requirements of the 

predominantly independent learning environment for these participants were 

accompanied by a diverse range of issues that arose from that independence. A 

disjunction between their needs and preferences for cognitive support for their 

understanding and the support provided in their learning program was, for many 

participants, reported as the most prominent of these issues, most particularly when 

confronted with processes or areas of learning with which they were unfamiliar. These 

reports were reconcilable with various theoretical views in the literature regarding the 

impact of unguided instruction for novice learners. Some authors, in researching higher 

education learning environments, have pointed to both misunderstandings and 

misapplications of constructivist learning principles in the design, development, and 

implementation of learning systems. These misunderstandings and misapplications were

most predominantly perceived as relating to theoretical considerations of the way 

individuals may learn – through the construction of knowledge – and associated 

implications for the way individuals should be encouraged, or even required, to learn.

A review by Kirschner, Sweller, and Clark (2006), of minimally-guided 

approaches to teaching and learning, including constructivism, investigated common 

approaches from the perspective of current understandings of human cognitive 

architecture. They cited research into some minimally-guided instruction methods that 

found that learners “often become lost and frustrated, and their confusion can lead to 

misconceptions” (p. 79). They concluded their review of the effectiveness of minimally-

guided approaches by stating that, “after a half-century of advocacy associated with 
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instruction using minimal guidance, it appears that there is no body of research 

supporting the technique” (p. 83). This contentious conclusion was followed by a 

statement in strong support of instructional guidance, especially for novice learners: “In 

so far as there is any evidence from controlled studies, it almost uniformly supports 

direct, strong instructional guidance rather than constructivist-based minimal guidance 

during the instruction of novice to intermediate learners” (p. 83). Many of the numerous

responses and commentaries in the literature precipitated by this review, such as those 

by Hmelo-Silver, Duncan, and Chinn (2007) and Schmidt, Loyens, van Gog, and Paas 

(2007), similarly supported the need for guidance for novice learners. However, they 

eagerly defended the point that some of the minimally-guided approaches referred to by 

Kirschner et al. (2006) were intended to incorporate appropriate scaffolding of the 

development of knowledge, notwithstanding the point that it was not always 

implemented.

The divergence of emergent themes was frequently associated with the extent to 

which participants reported experiencing a lack of understanding, their associated needs 

and preferences for cognitive support, and the disjunction between those needs and 

preferences and the support provided in their learning program. Some participants, 

while reflecting on this disjunction, did not report any prominent disturbances to their 

personal well-being. Others, however, made numerous references to pronounced and 

ongoing difficulty and frustration in reports of their experiences with independent 

learning, particularly with reference to their lack of understanding. Most notably, two 

participants, Daniel and Jeffrey, reported experiences which were, on occasion, quite 

stressful and disorienting. Daniel had a background in automotive engineering, where 

much of his previous learning was related to procedural knowledge. He described 

experiences of stress that he attributed to the difficulties he faced with the requirements 

of understanding and, when confronted with a need for understanding, the lack of 

availability of clear instruction. Jeffrey had been medically diagnosed with ADD and 

Asperger's syndrome, which, as described in Subsection 8.4.2, have been associated 

with deficits in neuro-cognitive skills that have implications for learning. He described 

experiences of disorientation and a lack of ready availability of support for the 

development of his understanding, particularly at the commencement of learning 

activities.

186



9.5.3 Online Support for Independent Learning

A great diversity of needs and preferences in the type, amount and immediacy of online 

support was identified by participants as addressing issues that arose from their 

independent learning, with some participants reporting a disjunction between those 

needs and preferences and the support that they had received. Asynchronous online 

communication between learners, in the form of discussion boards, was reported by 

some participants as enabling dialogue which developed their understanding, but which 

presented issues related to both insufficient use, and occasional inappropriate use, of 

these boards by other users. This use of dialogue to enable understanding is consistent 

with the 'community of inquiry' model of online learning developed by Garrison, 

Anderson, and Archer (2000), credited as a popular model for use in both the research 

and practice of online learning (Anderson, 2008b). Within this model, asynchronous 

communication among learners is said to enable discourse in online learning 

environments, where such “discourse not only facilitates the creation of the community 

of inquiry, but also the means by which learners develop their own thought processes, 

through the necessity of articulating their ideas to others” (Anderson, 2008b, p. 350). 

This finding is also consistent with empirical research. The study by Song et al. (2004) 

of 29 graduate students, 40 years of age or over, many of whom were first-time online 

learners, reported that a sense of community opened possibilities for discourse and 

concluded that “there is a need to work with learners to assist them with establishing 

community or feelings of connection in online contexts” (Song et al., 2004, p. 69). 

Asynchronous communication in the form of email exchanges with lecturers was 

reported as having issues centred around the lack of prompt responses from the lecturers

to requests for support. Such delays, reported as impacting on well-being and on 

learning effectiveness, have also been reported in the literature. A report by Choy, 

McNickle, and Clayton (2002) investigating student experiences of online learning 

reported that “interviewees expressed disappointment with late or slow responses from 

their teachers/tutors, particularly when they perceive technology as being able to 

enhance the return rate and time-frames” (Choy et al., 2002, p. 35).

The present study also contributes to an understanding of the strategies by which

the issues arising from independent learning for older workers in online learning may be

addressed. Most notably, it indicates that a diverse range of strategies may be used by 
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each learner, which may indicate different needs at different stages of the development 

of their understanding. In terms of online support for their independent learning, there 

was not a lot of enthusiasm for asynchronous communication with either their fellow 

learners or academic staff. These communication methods were available at times and 

locations that all participants indicated, in describing their preferences for online 

learning, were most suitable. Nevertheless, with regard to the use of the online 

discussion boards, some participants indicated that they had not made use of the online 

discussion boards, while others indicated that they were of little value. Leanne, who had

completed a prior tertiary qualification and notably indicated that this prior education 

had developed her capacity for understanding in an educational context, was the only 

participant who expressed enthusiasm for the use of discussion boards. Given the 

difficulties reported in relation to the lack of development of understanding by many 

participants, the general lack of enthusiasm for the discussion boards may be a result of 

their feeling that they had little to contribute to an open discussion with their peers, or 

conversely, that they felt their peers may have had little to contribute to their 

understanding. They may have felt that they were at an instructional stage at which 

communication with the lecturer for guidance was a more effective way of aiding their 

understanding. With regard to email communication with academic staff, the delay in 

response to their email requests was varyingly seen as ranging from being a source of 

mild frustration to being a source of pronounced stress and frustration that impacted on 

well-being and on learning effectiveness. These findings in regard to online support for 

their independent learning contrast with the enthusiasm expressed for the face-to-face 

support available to participants, provided either through group-based learning or 

individual tutoring, both of which are under the guidance of academic staff, or within 

the familiar environment of work colleagues undertaking the same university program. 

They thus illustrate the potential limitation of the use of online discussion boards or 

email communication by older workers as support for their independent learning.

9.5.4 Face-to-Face Support for Independent Learning

Experiences related to the face-to-face support received during learning were reported 

by all participants, notably indicating a diversity of needs and preferences in the face-to-

face support required. Participants reported that those needs and preferences were 

largely met by the support provided, principally in terms of their need to develop an 
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understanding of the learning material. Such face-to-face support for online learning has

been termed 'blended learning' where, “at its simplest, blended learning is the thoughtful

integration of classroom face-to-face learning experiences with online learning 

experiences” (Garrison & Kanuka, 2004, p. 96). In a general sense, blended learning in 

higher education has been associated with high levels of student satisfaction and 

learning success (Garrison & Kanuka, 2004; Garrison & Vaughan, 2008). More 

specifically, the integration of face-to-face learning experiences with online learning 

experiences has been shown to facilitate a level of dialogue not readily available in 

online learning environments. In discussing the benefits of blended learning in higher 

education, Garrison and Vaughan (2008) described how blended learning is able to 

“regain the ideals of higher education with the adoption of approaches that value 

dialogue and debate” (ix) They presented a 'community of inquiry' framework as “the 

ideal and heart of a higher education experience” (xi), with the core elements of the 

framework being a social, cognitive and teaching presence. Such elements can 

frequently be found as contributing factors in an understanding of what constitutes 

quality learning experiences in higher education (Biggs & Tang, 2011).

This study most notably indicates a broad alignment with the framework 

presented by Garrison and Vaughan (2008), but that a diverse range of strategies may 

apply to each learner, which may indicate different needs at different stages of the 

development of their understanding. The reported experiences of participants in this 

study of the three distinct types of face-to-face learning situations can be seen as the 

core elements of this framework. The experiences of group-based learning can be seen 

as relating to all three elements through the social and cognitive presence inherent in 

group meetings of the learners and through the teaching presence of the lecturer. The 

experiences of brief individual tutoring sessions can be said to relate to the elements of 

cognitive and teaching presence. The experiences of work-based collaborative learning 

can be said to relate to the elements of social and cognitive presence inherent in group 

meetings of the learners. As such, reports by the participants, indicating that their needs 

and preferences were largely met by the support provided, can be attributed, in general, 

to the benefits of a blended approach to the provision of learning opportunities. 

However, the findings as presented in Section 9.4 above, indicate the diversity of needs 

and preferences in the face-to-face support they required, with some participants 
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rejecting such opportunities in favour of independent learning. These findings thus 

illustrate the potential need for support, in the form of face-to-face learning situations, 

but with different needs at different stages of the development of their understanding, by

older workers in their independent learning.
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Chapter Ten

Summary and Conclusions

The previous three chapters examined, respectively, the use of technology, the use of 

hypermedia, and independent learning as sequential elements of the experience of 

online learning for participants in the study. This chapter presents a summary of the 

findings and outlines the ways in which the study contributes more broadly to an 

understanding of the learning needs and preferences of older workers in online learning.

Section 10.1 provides a relational model that conceptualises the experience of online 

learning by the participants in the study and describes how this experience was shaped 

by other factors. Section 10.2 provides an overview of the findings of the study, its 

strengths and weaknesses, the ways in which it contributes to an understanding of the 

experiences of older workers in online learning environments, and how it enriches the 

application of the methodology. Section 10.3 describes some implications for 

educational practice that may arise from the findings of the study, in particular the ways 

in which issues for the participants may potentially be addressed and suggestions for the

provision of online learning opportunities to other older workers. Section 10.4 presents 

recommendations for research that may further an understanding of older worker 

engagement with online learning. Finally, Section 10.5 provides conclusions that may 

be drawn from the findings of the study.

10.1 A Model of the Experience of Online Learning

The inductive nature of the study enabled the development of a relational model 

presenting the experience of online learning for this cohort of older workers. The 

convergence of themes arising from conversations with the participants contributed to 

an understanding of the experience of online learning as consisting of three discrete 

elements and being influenced by the prior learning of each participant. Their 

experiences across these three elements were, in turn, the principal determinant of their 

learner satisfaction. Each of the three elements was found to be influenced most notably

by the expectations of their learning and the extent of support that they received from 

others. The relational model, the three elements of the experience of online learning, 

and the factors that influenced this experience are presented in the subsections that 

follow.
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10.1.1 A relational model of the experience of online learning

The three elements of the experience of online learning for the participants, identified in

Chapter Six and described in Chapters Seven, Eight, and Nine, were interpreted as being

related to one another sequentially and influenced by other factors. The identification of 

those elements and factors was made possible by the use of IPA as an inductive 

methodology, identifying a commonality of experiences that led to a convergence of 

themes around the experience of online learning. The use of IPA also identified the 

individuality of experiences that led to a divergence of themes during analysis, and that 

led to an enriched understanding of the conceptualisation. A representation of the 

experience of online learning comprising the three elements of the experience, together 

with the other factors that impacted notably on their learning is presented as a relational 

model in Figure 10.1 below.

Figure 10.1: A representation of the experience of online learning.

Figure 10.1 shows prior learning on the left as an initial factor frequently 

identified as a pronounced influence across all the three elements of their experience of 

online learning. The arrow, as for other arrows in the figure, represents a directional 

enabling influence – in this case the influence that prior learning had on their experience
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of online learning. Each of the three elements of the experience was also found to be 

influenced by their learning expectations as determined by assessment requirements and

by the nature and extent of support that they received from others, shown in different 

colours so as to differentiate these influences for each element. The three elements of 

the experience of online learning in the figure were interpreted as having a largely 

sequential interrelationship. The use of technology was considered to enable the use of 

hypermedia, which, in turn, enabled independent learning in the online learning 

environment. These three elements of the experience were found to determine the extent

of learner satisfaction of participants, shown on the right.

10.1.2 Prior learning

The prior learning of participants was frequently identified as a pronounced influence 

across all the three elements of their experience of online learning. Many participants 

identified a lack of prior learning as the principal source of the difficulties they 

experienced in online learning. As adult learners, participants came to the study with 

diverse prior education and training histories and diverse vocational backgrounds. In 

terms of their prior education and training, some participants had only completed their 

initial schooling to year 10, followed by certificate-level vocational qualifications, while

others had completed schooling to year 12 and had a prior Bachelor degree 

qualification. In terms of their vocational backgrounds, some participants had little 

experience with the use of technology and the Internet in their past employment, while 

others had substantial experience. Most notably, it was during their initial assessment 

tasks for the program that the lack of prior learning was reported as being responsible 

for the most pronounced difficulties in their experiences in online learning. The impact 

of a lack of prior learning in relation to any or all of the three elements was reported by 

participants as giving rise to a diverse range of issues and experiences as previously 

discussed in Chapters Seven, Eight, and Nine. The following subsections relate, 

sequentially, to each of the three identified elements of the experience of online learning

for the participants and their learner satisfaction, as determined by these elements.

10.1.3 Learning expectations

The learning expectations of participants were similarly identified as a pronounced 

influence in shaping participants' learning experience, differentiated across the three 

elements. They were identified as the required outcomes of their learning in relation to 
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each course as expressed in their learning and assessment tasks and were found to 

impact on each of the three elements of their experience of online learning. They were 

acknowledged as being beyond the influence of participants – being determined by the 

education provider and the government-regulated minimum academic standards 

required of formal qualifications. The undergraduate courses undertaken by the 

participants were identified as enabling them to progressively develop their knowledge 

and skills towards a Bachelor Degree qualification. Within Australia, the minimum 

academic standards required of formal qualifications were determined by the Australian 

Qualifications Framework Council, which required graduates of Bachelor Degree 

qualifications to demonstrate a number of specific learning outcomes expressed as 

knowledge, skills, and the application of knowledge and skills. These specific learning 

outcomes related quite particularly to the three elements of the experience of online 

learning, requiring learners at graduation to demonstrate self-reliance and autonomy 

across much of their learning.

10.1.4 Support from others

The experience of participants, within each of the three elements, was found to be 

shaped by the support they received from other individuals who were more 

knowledgeable of the particular processes and areas of their learning. Participants, as 

adult learners in the field of education, while reporting and reflecting on their 

experiences, frequently described ways in which support from others had, or could 

have, addressed the issues they faced in their online learning. Such support requirements

were found to be quite differentiated across the three elements of their experience: the 

need for readily-available, synchronous, and highly-contextualised support for 

procedural learning in their use of technology; the receipt of direction as to how 

learning resources may be gathered in their use of hypermedia; and opportunities for 

dialogue to clarify and to develop their understanding in their independent learning.

10.1.5 The use of technology

The experience of the use of technology was, for many participants, a tension between 

the benefits that it brought to their learning and the associated issues that adversely 

impacted on their learning and personal well-being. The benefits were principally 

centred around expanded opportunities for access to information and for communication

that enabled greater flexibility in the timing, location, and nature of their learning 
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engagement. Issues arose most notably from two sources: the complexity and 

unreliability of the technology and the participant's own lack of familiarity with that 

technology. Issues related to the learning expectations of participants were reported as 

having the potential to be addressed largely through their developing self-reliance and 

through support from other more knowledgeable individuals in the immediate 

environment. The reports of participants indicated that it was the development of 

procedural knowledge, arising from their own actions or in the form of support from 

others, that enabled them to achieve effective use of technology.

10.1.6 The use of hypermedia

In terms of the use of hypermedia, all participants experienced a tension between the 

benefits that it brought to their learning and the associated issues that adversely 

impacted on their learning and personal well-being. The benefits were principally 

centred around the opportunities for ready access to the vast resources of the Web, the 

use of search engines and hyper-links that enabled navigation or exploration to locate 

those resources, and the resultant impact on their learning. For many participants, their 

search for hypermedia-based resources gave rise to a mild annoyance at the distraction 

and time loss they associated with the process. Many also experienced frustration, an 

emotional response to the opposition to the expedient progress of their learning. Their 

learning was delayed due to difficulties in locating suitable hypermedia-based resources

from within the vast resources of the Web. These difficulties were particularly 

associated with the cognitive load necessary to evaluate the relevance of links and 

learning resources to their learning activities. Issues related to the learning expectations 

of participants were reported as having the potential to be addressed largely through 

their developing self-reliance and through the support from other more knowledgeable 

individuals, providing direction as to how resources may be gathered or through 

providing such resources directly. The reports of participants indicated that it was the 

development of skills related to navigation, exploration, and evaluation, arising from 

their own actions or in the form of support from others, that enabled them to achieve 

effective use of hypermedia.

10.1.7 Independent learning

The essence of the experience of independent learning was, for all participants, 

characterised by the nature of the relationship between the learning expectations of 
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participants, the development of autonomy in their learning, and the support provided 

by others. The development of learner autonomy for the participants was principally 

centred around a growing familiarity with both the processes and the areas of their 

learning over time. Most evident of the issues, for all participants, was the identification

of a lack of understanding and the associated needs and preferences for cognitive 

support. Many participants expressed a disjunction, especially in the early stages of their

learning in any particular area, between those needs and preferences and the support 

provided in their learning program. For some participants, this disjunction was 

expressed through mild recollections of difficulties they had previously faced, while for 

others it was expressed through reports of pronounced and ongoing difficulty. Issues 

related to the learning expectations of participants were reported as having the potential 

to be addressed largely through support from colleagues and from other more 

knowledgeable individuals in the form of dialogue that enabled the development of their

understanding. The reports of participants indicated that it was the development or 

clarification of their understanding, arising from the support of others, that enabled 

them to achieve increasing degrees of autonomy in their independent learning.

10.1.8 Learner satisfaction

The experience of learner satisfaction arose for all participants in response to situations 

across all three elements of their experience of online learning and was frequently 

expressed in terms of the development of self-confidence and self-efficacy, as 

determined by both internal and external criteria. In terms of internal criteria, most 

participants indicated that meeting learning expectations with decreased support from 

others was indicative of the development of increased self-reliance in their learning. 

This, in turn, contributed to their satisfaction in recognising that future learning 

engagement may involve less difficulty. In terms of external criteria, satisfactory or high

assessment grades provided a formal recognition of their developing self-reliance and 

acknowledged that their knowledge and skills had met accepted standards. This 

recognition of developing self-reliance was evident across the three elements of their 

experience. However, it was most evident in the reports of participants in connection 

with the development of autonomy in their independent learning.
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10.2 An Overview of the Findings

The findings of the study extended across a number of areas. While principally 

concerned with elucidating the issues and experiences of older workers in online 

learning through descriptions and processes of interpretation, the study also provided a 

conceptualisation of the experience in the form of a model and contributed to the 

application of IPA as a methodology. The subsections below describe the strengths and 

limitations of the study, provide an overview of the findings including responses to the 

secondary research questions, and identify how the study enriched the application of the

methodology through providing an exemplar of the use of IPA in the field of education.

10.2.1 The strengths and limitations of the study

A rigorous application of the principles underpinning IPA as an inductive methodology 

and the characteristics of the participants as articulate, reflective, and informed older 

workers have both led to a realisation of the aspirations of the study. The choice of a 

phenomenological methodology was a direct response to the research question in 

seeking to explore or understand a phenomenon. As such, the study was concerned with 

providing insights and sensitising readers to the experiences and issues faced by older 

workers in online learning. Within the phenomenological approach, the IPA framework 

of Smith and colleagues (Reid et al., 2005; Smith et al, 2009; Smith & Osborn, 2008) 

was chosen for its strong philosophical and empirical grounding and its clearly 

articulated framework for researching the experiences of others in areas where very 

little is yet known. The successful application of this framework to the goals of this 

study was furthered by the characteristics of the participants, who emerged as an 

articulate, reflective, and informed cohort of older workers, as evidenced in the 

considered narrations and thoughtful reflections presented throughout the findings in 

Chapters Six to Nine. These narrations and reflections furthered the strength of the 

study in a way which exceeded the expectations of the researcher.

The limitations of qualitative research studies such as this, with small numbers 

of participants, are generally recognised as an inability to generalise to other 

populations and situations (Creswell, 2007). However, with regard to IPA, Smith et al. 

(2009) refer to the concept of theoretical transferability where the reader, rather than the

researcher, is able to determine the applicability to other populations and situations they 
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may encounter. As for other IPA studies, the value of this study is in terms of such 

theoretical transferability, rather than empirical generalisability, where “the reader 

makes links between the analysis in an IPA study, their own personal and professional 

experience, and the claims in the extant literature” (Smith et al., 2009, pp. 50-51). The 

time-intensive nature of interviewing, transcription and analysis involved in IPA studies 

– in this case many hundreds of hours – severely limits the number of participants. 

However, despite this limitation, the study has been successful in providing a rich 

description and interpretation of the lived experience of the research cohort in their 

experience of online learning and, as such, contributes to a body of knowledge that is 

acknowledged as lacking.

This study can be seen as contributing to knowledge in the field, particularly in 

four ways. Firstly, the fundamentally inductive nature of the methodology has been used

successfully in identifying and describing the lived experiences of older workers in 

online learning, as presented in the preceding chapters, in one paper in publication 

(Meyers & Bagnall, in press) and in others in preparation. Secondly, the analysis of the 

data has identified a diverse range of issues that have adversely impacted on the 

learning and personal well-being of these individuals, which may be transferable to 

other contexts. The articulate and reflective characteristics of many of the participants 

have contributed to both the identification and description of the means by which these 

issues may be addressed, with implications for educational practice. Thirdly, the 

hermeneutic principles of the methodology have identified convergent themes in the 

data, enabling the development of a relational model of the experiences of online 

learning for the participants, which may also be transferable to other contexts. Finally, 

the application of IPA as a methodology may be enriched as a result of this study – and 

published articles arising from this study – that illustrate the diverse applicability of 

IPA, particularly beyond the fields of healthcare and applied psychology, where it has 

previously been most used. These contributions of the study are described in further 

detail below.

10.2.2 A description of the experience of online learning

The presentation of the findings of the study in previous chapters has identified and 

described the lived experiences of a cohort of older workers in online learning. The 

findings have been presented in a way that provides a rich description and interpretation
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of those experiences in response to an identified need in the literature. The inductive 

and interpretive nature of the study has led to an understanding of the experience of 

online learning as consisting of three elements: the use of technology, the use of 

hypermedia, and independent learning as sequential elements of the experience of 

online learning for participants in the study. Each of these elements was found to be 

influenced most notably by participants' learning expectations as defined by assessment 

requirements and by the nature and extent of support that they received from others. The

essence of the experience of each of the first two of these elements, for many of the 

participants, was a disunity characterised by a tension between the benefits brought to 

their learning experience by the enabling qualities of the element and the associated 

issues that adversely impacted on their learning and personal well-being. While only 

five participants reported pronounced issues with their use of technology, largely related

to their lack of prior technological experience, a disunity of experience with the use of 

hypermedia was more prevalent across participants. The essence of the experience of 

independent learning was, for all participants, characterised by the nature of the 

relationship between the development of self-reliance in their learning, the support 

provided by others, and issues that arose from gaps in their knowledge and skills.

The presentation of the findings was as a thematic ordering of narrative extracts 

and associated interpretations. Such a format was employed to best enable the 

development of insights and to sensitise readers to the experiences and issues faced by 

older workers in online learning. An interpretation of the findings in the context of 

educational practice provided structure to each of the elements. The findings of the 

study thus contribute a representation of the perspective of older workers in online 

learning in the form of a nuanced description of their experiences, articulating most 

notably the issues they faced and the strategies by which they suggested the issues may 

be addressed. As such, these findings address an identified gap in the literature where 

the perspective of older worker in their learning was largely missing from the research 

(Lundberg & Marshallsay, 2007; Tikkanen, 2009).

10.2.3 An identification of issues related to online learning

The study has identified and described a diverse range of issues that have adversely 

impacted on the learning and personal well-being of the participants, and, as such, has 

responded to the primary research question: 'What are the issues facing older workers in
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online learning?' Given the need to respond to the societal imperative for the 

development of the knowledge and skills of older workers by presenting learning 

opportunities that are inviting and encouraging, the identification and description of 

these issues are key findings of this study, particularly given the participants' frequent 

use of terms describing adverse implications of their engagement with online learning. 

The participants in this study used the term 'difficult' on 47 occasions in descriptions of 

their online learning experience: 18 occasions in relation to their use of technology, 15 

in relation to their use of hypermedia, and 14 in relation to their independent learning. 

More particularly, they used the terms 'frustration' or 'stress' on 44 occasions to describe 

the adverse impact that these impediments had on their learning and personal well-

being: 11 occasions in relation to their use of technology, 15 in relation to their use of 

hypermedia, and 18 in relation to their independent learning. However, despite the 

apparent consistency in the numeration of these issues in relation to the elements of 

their experience of online learning, their experiences were found to be quite 

idiosyncratic.

Issues related to the use of technology were most notably characterised by 

frustration as an emotional response to the opposition to the expedient progress of their 

learning. These issues arose most notably from the complexity and unreliability of the 

technology and from the participant's own lack of familiarity with that technology. For 

some, the most prominent issues were those associated with the hardware, while for 

others there were issues with the communications – the Internet that enabled 

information to be downloaded or streamed. While the four participants with 30 or more 

years of familiarity with the use of technology did not refer to the need for support from

others, five of the other six participants with fewer years of experience reported that 

support from colleagues, university staff, or family was used to supplement their 

developing self-reliance.

Issues related to the use of hypermedia were similarly characterised by 

frustration as an emotional response to the opposition the participants encountered to the

expedient progress of their learning. Such opposition was attributed to the unreliability 

of Website functioning and to the cognitive load necessary to evaluate the relevance of 

links and learning resources to their learning activities. For three participants, however, 

there were more pronounced experiences of disorientation and a sense of being lost in 
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the hypermedia environment.

Issues related to independent learning were, for all participants, characterised by 

a lack of understanding and the associated needs and preferences for cognitive support. 

Many participants reported issues with their independent learning due to a lack of 

familiarity with the information underpinning their learning activities, especially in the 

early stages of their learning in any particular area. Some participants narrated mild 

recollections of difficulties they had previously faced, while others reported pronounced

and ongoing difficulty. Notably, for two participants there was a marked disturbance in 

their personal well-being with their independent learning, which, while attributed to 

their personal circumstances, was exacerbated by a lack of readily available support for 

the development of their understanding.

The secondary, or theory-driven, research questions arose from theoretical 

constructs in the literature related to learners in hypermedia learning environments and 

associated considerations in providing scaffolding (Azevedo, 2009). The first of the 

three secondary questions: 'What is the relevance of self-regulation theory to an 

explanation of the issues facing older workers in online learning?' was largely informed 

by the theoretical and empirical studies of Azavedo and colleagues in exploring the 

characteristics of self-regulated learning in hypermedia learning environments 

(Azevedo, 2009). Most notably, these previous studies have identified numerous self-

regulatory processes associated with hypermedia-based learning and have identified the 

difficulties students had in regulating their learning. The findings of this present study, 

while broadly aligning with the finding of these previous studies, revealed that the 

processes of self-regulation for these participants did not align. In particular, the 

metacognitive skills of participants, as an indication of self-regulation (Zimmerman, 

1989) were interpreted, from the narrations and reflections of participants, as being, in 

general, well-developed. However, self-reliance in their learning, as another indication 

of self-regulation (Zimmerman, 1989) was interpreted as lacking, with some 

participants reporting experiences of pronounced stress and frustration due to 

difficulties in interpreting requirements and understanding information, particularly in 

unfamiliar areas of their learning. This variance may be due to the metacognitive skills 

of these older adult learners having developed through their life experiences and 

vocational competencies, by contrast with their general lack of familiarity with the 
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processes and areas of learning in their undergraduate study.

The second of the three secondary questions: 'What are the cognitive 

considerations in providing scaffolding to older workers in online learning?' responded 

to the need to understand the nature and extent of cognitive support required by 

participants. This question was similarly informed by the theoretical and empirical 

studies of Azavedo and colleagues in their exploration of the characteristics of self-

regulated learning in hypermedia learning environments (Azevedo, 2009). The 

conclusion of an overview of many previous studies in this field (Azevedo & Jacobson, 

2008) was that the 'scaffolding' of hypermedia-based learning, was critical for 

sustaining and fostering learning with these systems. The findings of this present study 

were found to broadly align with the finding of these previous studies. However, the 

findings of this study has been able to provide a nuanced understanding of the cognitive 

considerations in providing support, within the experiences of older worker in online 

learning, as detailed throughout Chapters Six to Nine.

The third of the three secondary questions: 'What are the affective considerations

in providing scaffolding to older workers in online learning?' responded to the need to 

understand the nature and extent of affective support required by participants, a notable 

consideration identified in the literature. In particular, a positive impact of affective 

states on cognitive processes and learning outcomes had been identified by Green and 

Azevedo (2007). Moreover, although there is often a focus on the cognitive aspect of 

scaffolding in concert with concerns for the cognitive development of learners, 

researchers had demonstrated that scaffolding has both cognitive and affective 

dimensions (Boyer et al., 2008; Porayska-Pomsta & Pain, 2004). The findings of this 

present study, while identifying affective issues in the engagement of these older worker

in online learning, was able to determine from their narratives and reflections that such 

considerations were predominantly accommodated by the cognitive support that they 

received for their learning. For most participants, personal support and encouragement, 

while valuable, were seen as being provided within the dialogue that occurred with 

fellow learners and academic and ancillary staff, represented by the development of 

their self-confidence and self-efficacy, as presented and discussed throughout Chapters 

Six to Nine.
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10.2.4 A relational model of the experience of online learning

The relational model of the experience of online learning for the participants, presented 

in Figure 10.1, is an important contribution of the study. It represents the results of an 

application of the hermeneutic principles of the methodology, which has enabled the 

identification of convergent and divergent themes in the data. The application of these 

hermeneutic principles led to an identification of the three elements of the experience of

online learning for the participants, related to one another sequentially and influenced 

by other factors. The application of these hermeneutic principles also led to an 

identification of the learning expectations of participants and the support they received 

from others as shaping each element of the experience. Most notably, the prior learning 

of participants emerged as an influential yet idiosyncratic factor in their initial learning 

experiences. As such, their prior learning was an influence on their capacity for self-

reliance in each element of their learning and their needs and preferences for support 

from others.

The model represents a contribution to the literature and one which may well be 

transferable to other contexts, given the conspicuous identification of all the elements of

the model in the experience of each participant. While other models of the experience of

online learning have not been identified in the literature, the study by Choy et al. (2002)

investigating adult learners in online learning identified a number of factors, including 

the use of technology and independent learning – two elements identified in this study –

as overarching concerns. The study by Song et al. (2004) with novice adult learners in 

online learning similarly identified these factors as overarching concerns. These two 

studies, however, were not based on fundamentally inductive principles or on a method 

of analysis that may have enabled the development of emergent themes from the 

experiences of participants. More recent theory-based conceptualisations of online 

learning, neither specifically focussed on the experiences of learners nor specifically 

related to older adult learners, have identified independent learning as the principal 

concern (Moore, 2013; Moore & Kearsley, 2012; Ribbe & Bezanilla, 2013). The above 

conceptualisations, while acknowledging a variety of issues and experiences related to 

online learning, have not identified such concerns as discrete elements in the experience

of older workers in online learning.

10.2.5 Enriching the application of the methodology
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This study is in a position to enrich the application of IPA as a methodology through the 

dissemination of this document and associated published articles. Such publications 

may be able to contribute in two prominent ways. Firstly, the study may be used to 

further illustrate the diverse applicability of IPA from its prior use, principally in the 

fields of healthcare and applied psychology. A recent review of IPA studies showed that,

as of 2008, there were 293 published studies (Smith, 2011), of which only 7 addressed 

experiences related to learning, all from the perspective of participants with learning 

difficulties. As such, these prior learning-related studies have focussed on the 

experiences and issues of learners where the phenomenon was their learning through a 

neurological disorder. This study further illustrates the diverse applicability of IPA by 

presenting the experiences and issues of a cohort of learners where the phenomenon was

their learning in a particular environment. Secondly, the study may be of use to others as

an exemplar. Smith's (2011) review offered a set of specific criteria for assessing the 

quality of IPA papers and it incorporated detailed summaries of those papers that he 

rated highly. This study was found to satisfy the criteria set by Smith as being good IPA 

work and thus it may be useful as an exemplar for further research in the field of adult 

education, specifically the study of experiences related to novel learning environments.

10.3 Implications for Educational Practice

The most prominent implications of the study for educational practice are in the nature 

and extent of the support such learners may receive from others, with the findings of 

this study indicating that the disjunction between the needs and preferences for support 

from others and the support that was received was a prominent influence on participants'

learner satisfaction. The implications for the transfer of these findings to other contexts 

is that learner satisfaction may largely be shaped by the support such learners receive 

from other individuals who are more knowledgeable of the particular processes and 

areas of their learning. The nature and extent of support in terms of scaffolding and 

within each of the three elements, is described below.

10.3.1 Support as scaffolding

Support from others to address the issues faced by participants in their online learning 

was interpreted as resonating with the concept of scaffolding, developed from the work 

of Vygotsky (1935/1978). However, for these older adults as learners, the 
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conceptualised role of a tutor may have been superfluous in some regards, with the 

learners themselves indicating that they were well-placed to both reflect on and 

articulate their learning needs and preferences. The implication for the transfer of these 

findings to other contexts is that support from others, if guided by the concept of 

scaffolding, may best not adhere to all aspects of the concept. Within the concept, 

consideration of two processes – learning and developmental – in the scaffolding of 

learners, is frequently said to involve the presence of a tutor who is able to work as a 

collaborator with the learner (Wood et al., 1976). However, the role of a tutor in such a 

capacity may be superfluous, in that adult learners may be well placed to articulate their 

support needs. Consideration of the findings here, therefore, does not imply adherence 

to all aspects of the concept of scaffolding, but recognition of the previously described 

principles underpinning the concept as articulated by Bruner (Bruner, 1975; Wood et al.,

1976).

In viewing support as scaffolding, any developmental process would need to 

acknowledge required learning as including the learning outcomes required of their 

qualification – for participants in this study, the development of autonomy in contexts 

that require self-directed learning (AQFC, 2013). However, for older adults as learners, 

the process would also need to acknowledge the idiosyncratic nature of the learning 

needs and preferences of adults with diverse prior learning experiences, vocational and 

social backgrounds, and current characteristics and life circumstances. A finding from 

this study regarding scaffolding was that, for some participants on some occasions, 

support was considered unhelpful or a waste of time. The implications are that the 

scaffolding of older adults in online learning may best be regarded as an opportunity, 

with optional engagement at the discretion of the learner, rather than a requirement for 

satisfactory completion of their course. This understanding aligns with some views of 

the concept of scaffolding, with a recent review of the literature on the evolution of the 

concept (Van de Pol et al., 2010) arguing that the adaptive nature of scaffolding, implied

in the terms “fading, and transfer of responsibility” (p. 285), represents a key 

characteristic of scaffolding.

10.3.2 Support for the use of technology

Support from others to address the issues faced by participants in their use of 

technology centred around the need for readily-available, synchronous, and highly-
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contextualised support for procedural learning. Such synchronous support needed to be 

available in the chosen learning environment of the learner, most commonly their home 

or workplace. The implication for the transfer of these findings to other contexts is that 

such support may be necessary for some older workers to avoid difficulties with the use 

of technology. This support may be readily available from family or colleagues, as it 

was for many of the participants in this study. However, because its availability appears 

to be critical to the learning and personal well-being of some learners, the provision of 

high quality learning opportunities might best incorporate, as a matter of necessity, such

readily-available, synchronous, and highly-contextualised support. The provision of 

well-promoted, 24 hour, on-demand telephone or online support from the learning 

provider or from commercial agencies may mitigate potential issues that could 

adversely impact on the learning and personal well-being of such learners. This support 

may also assist in the development of procedural knowledge and contribute to self-

reliance in the use of technology.

10.3.3 Support for the use of hypermedia

Support from others to address the issues faced by participants in their use of 

hypermedia centred around the receipt of direction as to how learning resources may be 

gathered, or how such resources may be received directly. One means of support was 

through personal tutoring to develop Web navigation and exploration skills, as may be 

available from ancillary support staff. Another means of support was through the 

provision, by academic staff, of selected readings to lessen the requirement for such 

navigation and exploration. The implications for the transfer of these findings are that 

this support may be necessary for some older workers to avoid difficulties with the use 

of hypermedia and that the provision of high quality learning opportunities might best 

incorporate such support. The provision of personal tutoring to develop their Web 

navigation and exploration skills, as may be available from ancillary support staff, and 

the provision, by academic staff, of selected readings, so as to lessen the requirement for

such navigation and exploration, may mitigate potential issues that could adversely 

impact on the learning and personal well-being of such learners. This support may also 

assist in the development of these skills and contribute to self-reliance in the use of 

hypermedia.

10.3.4 Support for independent learning
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Support from others to address the issues faced by participants in their independent 

learning centred around the participants receiving opportunities for dialogue to clarify 

and to develop their understanding. Such support was through the availability of 

dialogue, as found in asynchronous online communication and through personal contact

in face-to-face group-based, individual, and workplace-based collaborative learning 

situations. The implications for the transfer of these findings are that this support may 

be necessary for some older workers to avoid difficulties with independent learning and 

that the provision of high quality learning opportunities might best incorporate such 

support in terms of readily available and diverse opportunities for dialogue with 

knowledgeable others. The provision of readily available face-to-face or online support 

from learning providers may mitigate potential issues that could adversely impact on the

learning and personal well-being of such learners. This support may also assist the 

development of learner understanding and contribute to increasing self-reliance in their 

independent learning, particularly in consideration of the requirement for them to 

“demonstrate autonomy” (AQFC, 2013, p. 47) by the conclusion of their program.

10.4 Recommendations for Further Research

A number of opportunities for the advancement of knowledge through further research 

in the field of older workers in online learning have been identified. IPA, as a 

fundamentally inductive process, grounded in the experience of participants, is able to 

pave the way for many opportunities for less inductive processes of enquiry. Edmund 

Husserl, described as the principal exponent of phenomenology in the twentieth century 

(Groenewald, 2004), viewed phenomenology as a necessary first step to further 

advancements in understanding. He is said to have viewed science as a second-order 

knowledge system, which depends ultimately upon first-order personal experience: “For

Husserl, an extensive and rigorous phenomenological account of the world as it is 

experienced would be an essential precursor to any further scientific account” (Smith et 

al., 2009, p. 15). Further research in this field may fruitfully employ IPA or other 

methodologies to enrich an understanding of the experience of older workers in online 

learning.

10.4.1 Further research using IPA

The findings of this study present only one interpretation of the experience of older 
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workers in online learning, most notably represented in the model of the experience of 

online learning. Further research in the form of IPA studies, similarly focussed on older 

workers in online learning, may confirm that this model is applicable to other online 

learning environments or to other populations. It may be that the disjunction that was 

identified between the needs and preferences for support from others and that which 

was made available for this cohort is shown to be either lesser or greater within one or 

more elements of the experience of online learning. Such differences may transform or 

even nullify the elements identified here, or they may lead to the creation of new 

elements. Further research using IPA may alternatively refine the model developed here 

by focussing on only one of the identified elements of the experience of online learning.

For example, an examination of experiences focussed exclusively on the use of 

technology may further an understanding of that phenomenon and contribute to a more 

detailed understanding of the experience of online learning.

10.4.2 Further research using other methodologies

Further research may also examine the generalisability of the findings of this study and 

develop our understanding by utilising larger numbers of participants with less 

inductive methods. Such research may draw from the model of the experience of online 

learning, developed here for a cohort of older workers, and the associated experiences 

related to each element, to explore larger populations from a more quantitative 

perspective or from a mixed-method approach. For example, structured interview or 

questionnaire instruments may be developed from the key concepts identified in this 

study using a series of Likert scale items (Likert, 1932) in a psychometric evaluation of 

the attitude of older worker participants to each of the three elements of the experience 

of online learning. The design of such instruments would thus be informed by the 

themes that emerged inductively from the conversations with participants in this study.

10.5 Conclusions

This study sought to articulate the experiences of a cohort of older workers in online 

learning. The findings may serve to sensitise readers to potential experiences and issues 

in the online learning context and provide some pointers to the online learning needs 

and preferences of older workers in similar learning situations. The previous sections 

have provided a model of the experience of online learning for the older worker 
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participants, discussed their experiences and issues with online learning, identified 

implications for educational practice, and provided some recommendations for further 

research. This section concludes the thesis by reflecting on the findings as a response to 

the research question, contextualising the findings, and considering, more broadly, the 

implications of the study.

The findings of the study extend, most particularly, from the application of IPA 

as an exploratory methodology, giving rise to an understanding of experience through 

thematic development. The convergence of themes arising from conversations with the 

participants contributed to an understanding of the experience of online learning as 

consisting of three elements: the use of technology, the use of hypermedia, and 

independent learning. These elements of the experience of online learning were 

interpreted as related to one another sequentially and as influenced by other factors. 

Each of the elements incorporated requirements for self-reliance, shaped most notably 

by their learning expectations as determined by assessment requirements and by the 

support that they received from others. The divergence of themes identified diverse 

capacities for self-reliance which impacted on the extent of each participant's support 

requirements. Across the three identified elements of the experience of online learning, 

the prior knowledge and skills of participants was frequently identified as a pronounced 

influence in shaping their learning experience. The disjunction between their needs and 

preferences for support from others and the support that was received was identified as a

prominent influence on their learner satisfaction. The identification and relationship 

between these elements and influential factors enabled the development of a relational 

model presenting the experience of online learning for the cohort of older workers 

included in this study. The commonality of experiences gave rise to a convergence of 

themes, the identification of pronounced issues, and the means by which the participants

indicated that these issues may be addressed.

Frustration was frequently reported by participants as a response to the 

difficulties they encountered in their experience of online learning. In relation to the use

of technology, frustration attributed to the complexity and unreliability of their 

technology was a recurring issue, arising from a lack of fulfilment of the desire to have 

the technology function as expected. In relation to the use of hypermedia, frustration 

and, on occasions, disorientation and a sense of being lost were attributed to the 

209



unreliability of Website functioning and to the cognitive load and associated delay 

necessary to adequately evaluate the relevance of links and learning resources. In 

relation to independent learning, frustration and an associated lack of understanding 

were attributed to a lack of familiarity with the information underpinning their learning 

activities. The development of self-reliance by learners, due to the passage of time and 

the support provided by others, was identified as the means by which these issues 

associated with online learning were addressed over time. However, diverse forms of 

support from others were identified as the means by which more immediate concerns 

were addressed and which may inform strategies to address the issues faced by similar 

populations of older workers.

In the course of the study, the use of, and reliance on, computer-based online 

learning environments for the provision of educational programs continued to increase 

substantially, both within Australia and in other industrialised countries. Potential 

difficulties have been foreshadowed in the literature for older workers who have little 

experience of, or are novices in, using computers or hypermedia as the major tools of 

online learning, or where the requirements for participation in online assessment 

activities are informed by constructivist learning theory, as is frequently found at 

university level. Nevertheless, there has generally been a dearth of research into the 

specific needs and preferences of older workers in terms of their engagement with 

online learning, including difficulties with the support they may receive.

This study used an inductive methodology to understand and illustrate, through 

thematic convergence, the elements of the online learning experience for a cohort of 

older workers, the issues that may arise, and strategies that may address those issues 

through action by the learners or through the supporting actions of others. The study 

similarly, through thematic divergence, has illustrated the idiosyncratic nature of the 

experience of these older workers in their learning environment. It thus contributes to an

understanding of the experience of online learning with a view to informing pedagogical

approaches which are more inviting and inclusive, and which acknowledge and respond 

to the potential issues faced by these learners. The study has thus responded to a current 

and pressing societal imperative to encourage and support the development of 

knowledge and skills of older workers, increasingly involving engagement with online 

learning.
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Appendix B: Site Approval Form

A Research Study:
The Experiences of Older Workers in Online Learning

SITE APPROVAL FORM

Chief Investigator Student Investigator

Professor Richard Bagnall
Dean (Research)
Arts, Education and Law Group
Griffith University
Telephone: (07) 3735 7348
Email: r.bagnall@griffith.edu.au

Chris Meyers
Doctor of Philosophy student
School of Education and Prof. Studies
Griffith University
Telephone: (07) 3122 9753
Email: c.meyers@meyers.com.au

I give my approval for students in undergraduate courses at (the University) to be 
recruited and subsequently participate in the research described in the attached 
Information Sheet and Consent Form. In particular, I understand that:
 Recruitment for the research will involve purposive sampling of ten students, 
five men and five women, who are forty-five years of age or over and who are 
participating in learning programs that require online learning.
 Participation in the research will involve two approximately 60 minute one-on-
one semi-structured interviews with the student researcher. Each interview involves 
answering some questions from the researcher about the experiences of the participant 
with online learning. The interviews will be recorded and transcribed for research 
purposes.

Name

Signature

Date

PLEASE RETAIN A COPY OF THIS SITE APPROVAL FORM
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Appendix C: Information Sheet

A Research Study:
The Experiences of Older Workers in Online Learning

INFORMATION SHEET

Chief Investigator Student Investigator

Professor Richard Bagnall
Dean (Research)
Arts, Education and Law Group
Griffith University
Telephone: (07) 3735 7348
Email: r.bagnall@griffith.edu.au

Chris Meyers
Doctor of Philosophy student
School of Education and Prof. Studies
Griffith University
Telephone: (07) 3122 9753
Email: c.meyers@meyers.com.au

Why is the research being conducted?
The findings of this research are anticipated to contribute to the knowledge and 
understanding of the engagement of older workers with online learning. In particular, 
the purpose of this research is to explore the experiences of a group of older workers, 45
years of age and older, with online learning. Such learners are unlikely to have had 
contact with the Web, which was developed in 1989, during the formative years of their 
education. The research is part of a Griffith University Doctor of Philosophy study that 
is being undertaken by the student researcher referred to above.

What you will be asked to do
You will be invited to contribute to the research by answering some questions from the 
researcher about your experiences with online learning. Your views will be obtained 
through two approximately 60 minute one-on-one semi-structured interviews. The 
interviews will be recorded and transcribed for research purposes.

The basis by which participants will be selected
Participants will be selected based on their age, their sex, and their participation in 
learning programs. The selection criteria require equal numbers of men and women who
are forty-five years of age or over and who are participating in learning programs that 
require online learning.

A pilot study will be conducted involving two participants, one man and one woman, 
who are personal contacts known to the student researcher. Potential participants in this 
pilot study will be approached individually by the student researcher, introduced to the 
study, and informed of the selection criteria. Potential participants who express a 
voluntary interest in participation to the student researcher will then be provided with a 
copy of this Information Sheet and a copy of the Consent Form. The first respondents 
who match the selection criteria and consent to participate will be accepted.
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The main study involves ten participants, five men and five women, who are students in
undergraduate courses at (the University). Potential participants in the study will be 
introduced to the study and informed of the selection criteria at one of their scheduled 
undergraduate course classes. The lecturer who is leading the undergraduate course 
class will introduce the student researcher who will make an announcement regarding 
the research project. The contact details of the student researcher will be provided to 
potential participants. Potential participants will then be able to contact the student 
researcher anonymously regarding their expression of interest in participation. Neither 
the expression of interest nor subsequent participation in the research project will be 
divulged to any third parties, including the lecturer or other staff of (the University). 
Potential participants who express a voluntary interest in participation to the student 
researcher will then be provided with a copy of this Information Sheet and a copy of the
Consent Form. The first respondents who match the selection criteria and consent to 
participate will be accepted.

The expected benefits of the research
The findings of this research are anticipated to contribute to the knowledge and 
understanding of the engagement of older workers with online learning. In particular, 
the research is directed to identifying issues facing older workers in their engagement 
with online learning. The identification of these issues has the potential to enhance the 
delivery of vocational education and training programs for older workers as learners 
through the provision of appropriate support.

Risks to you
There is negligible risk associated with participation in this research. The foreseeable 
risk is the potential inconvenience of taking time to participate in the interviews. In 
order to minimise any inconvenience, the researcher will collaborate with you in 
choosing mutually convenient locations and times for the interviews.

Your confidentiality
All identifiable information collected from you will be regarded as confidential and 
stored securely. Information will be de-identified following the interview process. Audio
recordings of the interviews will be transcribed for research purposes and then erased 
following transcription. You will not be identified or identifiable in the research report.

Your participation is voluntary
Your participation in the research is completely voluntary. If you are a student of (the 
University), your decision to participate in no way impacts upon the service you receive
from (the University) or upon your grades. You are free to withdraw from participation 
in the research at any time.

Questions / further information
If you require additional information about this research, you can contact the student 
researcher listed at the top of this Information Sheet.

The ethical conduct of this research
Griffith University conducts research in accordance with the National Statement on 
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Ethical Conduct in Human Research. Potential participants or participants who have any
concerns or complaints about the ethical conduct of the research project should contact 
the Manager, Research Ethics on (07) 3735 5585 or research-ethics@griffith.edu.au.

Feedback to you
You will be sent a summary of the findings of the research on completion of the project.

Privacy statement
The conduct of this research involves the collection, access and/or use of identified 
personal information. The information collected is confidential and will not be disclosed
to third parties without the consent of the participant, except to meet government, legal 
or other regulatory authority requirements. A de-identified copy of this data may be 
used for other research purposes. However, your anonymity will at all times be 
safeguarded. For further information consult the University's Privacy Plan at 
http://www.griffith.edu.au/about-griffith/plans-publications/griffith-university-privacy-
plan or telephone (07) 3735 5585.

PLEASE RETAIN A COPY OF THIS INFORMATION SHEET
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Appendix D: Consent Form

A Research Study:
The Experiences of Older Workers in Online Learning

CONSENT FORM

Chief Investigator Student Investigator

Professor Richard Bagnall
Dean (Research)
Arts, Education and Law Group
Griffith University
Telephone: (07) 3735 7348
Email: r.bagnall@griffith.edu.au

Chris Meyers
Doctor of Philosophy student
School of Education and Prof. Studies
Griffith University
Telephone: (07) 3122 9753
Email: c.meyers@meyers.com.au

By signing below, I confirm that I have read and understood the Information Sheet and 
in particular have noted that:
 I understand that my involvement in this research will include answering some 
questions from the researcher about my experiences with online learning. My views will
be obtained through two approximately 60 minute one-on-one semi-structured 
interviews. The interviews will be recorded and transcribed for research purposes;
 I have had any questions answered to my satisfaction;
 I understand the risks involved;
 I understand that there will be no direct benefit to me from my participation in 
this research;
 I understand that my participation in this research is voluntary. If I am a student 
of (the University), I understand that my decision to participate in no way impacts upon 
the service I receive from (the University) or upon my grades;
 I understand that if I have any additional questions I can contact the research 
team;
 I understand that I am free to withdraw at any time, without comment or penalty;
 I understand that I can contact the Manager, Research Ethics, at Griffith 
University Human Research Ethics Committee on (07) 3735 5585 (or research-
ethics@griffith.edu.au) if I have any concerns about the ethical conduct of the project; 
and
 I agree to participate in the project.

Name

Signature

Date

PLEASE RETAIN A COPY OF THIS CONSENT FORM
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Appendix E: Interview Protocol

A Research Study:
The Experiences of Older Workers in Online Learning

INTERVIEW PROTOCOL (Page 1 of 3)

Participant Information

Name: ................................................................................................................................................

Age (Years): …................................................. Sex (Male/Female): ...............................................

Telephone 1: …................................................ Best time to call: ....................................................

Telephone 2: …................................................ Best time to call: ....................................................

Email 1: .............................................................................................................................................

Email 2: .............................................................................................................................................

Interview Location: ...........................................................................................................................

Interview Date: ….........../….........../…........... Interview Time: .......................................................

Interview Booking

 Phone the participant to:
Confirm that the participant has read and understood the Information Sheet (Appendix C).
Advise that the researcher has received the signed Consent Form (Appendix D).
Confirm that the participant is still prepared to participate in the interview.
Arrange a mutually convenient time and place for the interview.

 Visit the participant at the appointed time and place and confirm that the duration of the 
interview is still convenient before proceeding with the interview.

Notes: ................................................................................................................................................

...........................................................................................................................................................

...........................................................................................................................................................

...........................................................................................................................................................

...........................................................................................................................................................

...........................................................................................................................................................

...........................................................................................................................................................
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INTERVIEW PROTOCOL (Page 2 of 3)

Interview One

 1: Consent
Do you give your consent for this interview to be recorded?
(A “Yes” answer is required before the interview can proceed)
All your responses will be kept confidential.

 2: Background Information
As part of this first interview, I would like to gather some background information about your 
education and training, your employment, and your use of computers and the Internet.
Education and training
1. Tell me briefly about your education and training history?
2. What are your current education and training activities?
Employment
3. Tell me briefly about your employment history?
4. What is your current employment position and what are your roles and activities?
5. What do you hope to achieve through your current education and training activities?
Use of computers and the Internet
6. Tell me briefly about your history of use of computers and the Internet?
7. What are the current devices you use for accessing the Internet?
8. What are your main uses of computers, or other devices, and the Internet in your current 
education and training activities?
9. What are your main uses of computers, or other devices, and the Internet in your other 
activities such as your employment and personal life?

 3: The experience of online learning
There is a need to explore the experiences of the participant in online learning, with the 
resultant opportunity to respond to the primary research question: 'What are the issues facing 
older workers in online learning?'
1.1 Can you please tell me about your experiences with online learning? (Descriptive)
1.2 Can you tell me about how, over time, you may have increased your ability to learn online? 
(Narrative)
1.3 What are the stages you have been through in acquiring your ability to learn online? 
(Structural)
1.4 What are some of the high and low points you have experienced with online learning? 
(Contrasting)
1.5 How do you feel after you have had some trouble learning online? (Evaluative)
1.6 How do you feel your age has impacted on your ability to learn online? (Evaluative)
1.7 What do you think other people think about your online learning ability? (Circular)
1.8 How do you think your learning would have gone if you hadn't come to be able to learn 
online? (Comparative)

 4: Additional questions as required
There may be a need to encourage the participant to provide further data in response to an 
interview question.
Can you tell me a bit more about that? (Prompt)
What do you mean by (point of interest)? (Probe)

 5: Conclusion
Thank you for your participation. This interview has been most helpful.
Can we arrange a mutually convenient time and place for the next interview?
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INTERVIEW PROTOCOL (Page 3 of 3)

Interview Two

 1: Revisiting Interview One
There may be a need to explore the responses of the participant to the Interview One questions.
During the first interview, you mentioned that (point of interest). Can you tell me more about 
that? (Repeat as required)

 2: Learning online 'on your own'
There is a need to explore the experiences of the participant in online learning, with the 
resultant opportunity to respond to the secondary research question: (1) 'What is the relevance 
of self-regulation theory to an explanation of the issues facing older workers in online 
learning?'
2.1 Can you tell me what it is like when you may have had to learn online 'on your own'? 
(Descriptive)
2.2 Can you tell me about how, over time, you may have increased your ability to learn online 
'on your own'? (Narrative)
2.3 What are some of the best and worst aspects of learning online 'on your own'? (Contrasting)

 3: 'Practical help' with online learning
There is a need to explore the experiences of the participant in online learning, with the 
resultant opportunity to respond to the secondary research question: (2) 'What are the cognitive 
considerations in providing scaffolding to older workers in online learning?'
3.1 Can you tell me what it is like when you may have received 'practical help' with your online
learning? (Descriptive)
3.2 Can you tell me about how, over time, you may have increased your skills so that you need 
less 'practical help' with your online learning? (Narrative)
3.3 What are some of the areas where you have most needed, or not at all needed, 'practical 
help' with your online learning? (Contrasting)

 4: 'Personal support or encouragement' with online learning
There is a need to explore the experiences of the participant in online learning, with the 
resultant opportunity to respond to the secondary research question: (3) 'What are the affective 
considerations in providing scaffolding to older workers in online learning?'
4.1 Can you tell me what it is like when you may have received 'personal support or 
encouragement' with your online learning? (Descriptive)
4.2 Can you tell me about how, over time, you may have increased your confidence so that you 
need less 'personal support or encouragement' with your online learning? (Narrative)
4.3 What are some of the times when you have most needed, or not at all needed, 'personal 
support or encouragement' with your online learning? (Contrasting)

 5: Additional questions as required
There may be a need to encourage the participant to provide further data in response to an 
interview question.
Can you tell me a bit more about that? (Prompt)
What do you mean by (point of interest)? (Probe)

 6: Conclusion
Thank you for your participation. This interview has been most helpful.
A summary of the findings of the research will be sent to you on completion of the project.
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