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Susan M. Frey, Indiana State University

Information Literacy for 
People over 80 

For the past four years instruction librarians at 
Indiana State University have traveled to a local 
retirement community to teach computer and 
information literacy part of ISU’s Bits n’ Bytes 
program. 

The rationale for initiating this instruction/outreach 
program was two-fold. We wanted to align the 
library’s activities with the university’s mission to 
develop collaborative partnerships with educational, 
business, social service, cultural, and government 
concerns that contribute to the academic mission of 
the university and directly benefit the community. 

We were also motivated by our observation of the 
regularity with which our local elders access the 
library to use the internet and our library’s rapidly 
expanding menu of electronic resources. 

Setting up the Program

In 2004 the library set up a computer lab of seven 
single-user workstations at the Westminster Village 
Retirement Community, a private, non-profit facility 
offering both assisted and independent living 
apartments for elders. 

We were also able to utilize the facility’s large-screen 
media room and data projector for lectures. Internet 
connectivity in both the media room and the lab 
enabled us to consider a two-fold method of 
instruction. Each one-hour instruction session began 
with a 15-minute demonstration of the various 
navigational features of computers in the media room, 
and then the class would move to the computer lab 
for hands-on practice. 

Using the semester as the guiding time period, we 
developed a 13-week syllabus of classes that meet 
once a week. Every lesson of each week focused on a 
different topic, with the first four classes devoted to 
introductory topics such as computer basics, email, 
and word processing. 

Tweaking and Growing

In 2006 we redesigned the program. We offered 
classes every other week due to staffing short-falls, but 
we also expanded the syllabus considerably to include 
a host of additional topics. We dispensed with the 
lecture and began conducting the entire class session 
in the lab, because our elders told us that they wanted 
more hands-on time. We also opened up Bits n’ Bytes 
to ISU undergraduate interns as a way of making the 
program more interesting and diverse. 

Our first intern volunteered as a teaching assistant to 
satisfy a 30-hour volunteer requirement in a social 
work class. Besides assisting us with our teaching, her 
two main projects for the semester were to plan and 
teach one lesson, and write a final report of her 
experiences. In that report she wrote, 

Future Plans

In 2009 the library plans to redesign the program 
into shorter, eight-week modules that can be 
repeated each semester at Westminster Village and 
at other local communities. The cohort that we 
began with in 2004 have remained with us. Though 
they have outgrown the program, they still 
devotedly come to class for the socialization. They 
have built up a reputation in the retirement 
community as being the resident computer experts. 

Unfortunately, there as now a dirth of new students 
entering the program because of the unintentional 
reputation that Bits n’ Bytes is for “advanced 
computer users”. New users are too intimidated to 
join the class. So we hope to entice new users into 
the program by offering a standardized cycle of 
beginner and intermediate classes that repeat each 
semester. “At first I thought the residents wouldn’t be able to do well in this 

class because they knew nothing about technology, but this 
experience has proved me wrong…Preparing my own lesson taught 
me how important pronunciation and speaking clearly are. Most 
elders that were in the class were hard of hearing, and it was 
necessary for me to speak loud and clear…I am now considering 
working with the elderly when I obtain my degree. I have learned a 
lot from this program, and I would advise any social work 130 
student to take full advantage of this opportunity. I would 
furthermore advise them not to participate only for the grade, but 
because of the unforgettable experience.”


