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The general field of adult education is the
most rapidly growing segment in all areas of
American education ... few institutional
providers of adult education have estab-
lished guidelines for computer education.

Computer
Education for
Adults: Policies
and Practices

by Dr. Charles R. Oaklief

State departments of education, colleges, universities,
and professional associations are now being confronted
with the need to discuss policy issues related to the in-
creased presence of adult learners and the application of
computer technology to serve this audience. The general
field of adult education is the most rapidly growing seg-
ment in all areas of American education, an increase of
17 percent between 1978 and 1981. The National Center for
Educational Statistics (NCES, 1981) estimates that 21 mil-
lion adults participated in some form of organized educa-
tional programming in 1981. There are many reasons for the
rapid acceleration of adult education in our society includ-
ing the following:

1. The demographic shift is placing the baby boom in

the age of greatest adult learning.

2. The explosion of knowledge is creating new infor-
mation so rapidly that job skills and knowledqge are
becoming obsolete in even shorter periods of time.

3. Training and education programs are growing rap-
idly.

4. Social movements for equal opportunities in work
and education are increasing the need, motivation,
and opportunity for education. In this respect,
women are the most active adult learners (NCES,
1983).

5. The level of educational attainment of the populace
is rising and with it the demand for lifelong learning.
A college graduate is five times as likely to partici-
pate in adult education as a high school dropout
(NCES, 1983).

6. Adult educationis also growing more rapidly among
the elderly. A 29 percent increase in the three year
period from 1978 to 1981 (NCES, 1983).

The reality of the growing demand for adult education
is perceived by adult educators and those who benefit from
adult learning such as employers, community leaders, mar-
keting organizations, and society at large. According to
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Cross and McCartan (1984), many state policy makers are re-
alizing the growing interest in adult education which prom-
ises to have dramatic effect on equal opportunity, the qual-
ity and condition of education, and the economic future of
our country.

One approach to enhancing access to further educa-
tion for the increasing numbers in adult education is the
use of computer technologies, including computer-based
instruction and computer-based instructional management
(Lewis, 1983). This new emerging application of technology
to adult education enhances knowledge and skills through
self-directed learning in addition to the various adult teach-
ing methods and techniques including participation train-
ing and human resource development. The increasing evi-
dence of computer applications to education suggests a
positive future for educational technologists, computer
specialists, and a broad array of information processors
(Gorny, 1982).

Knowles’ {1983) prediction that by the end of this cen-
tury most educational services will be delivered electroni-
cally may well go the way of other futuristic predictions. Fu-
turists have predicted the demise of the book, the evolution
of the nation's work force into information processors, the
development of millions of high technology jobs, and that
three million telecomputers will be operating by 1990
{Hodgeskinson, 1985). These propositions, like the idea that
providers of adult and continuing education are offering
learning opportunities in the necessary attitudes, knowl-
edge, and skills of computer applications are highly specu-
lative. If it is to be true, the mission statements and policy
declarations of educational institutions would surely pro-
vide evidence of such program direction.

A review of data generated from a broad based com-
puter search of adult and continuing education literature re-
veals quite the contrary. In fact, there is little information rel-
ative to policy statements in support of computer education
and computer literacy to be found among the various organi-
zations which provide adult education. The finding that few
institutional providers of adult education have established
policy guidelines for computer education may not be sur-
prising but the reality of the situation raises some interest-
ing questions:

1. Is there a lack of commitment by adult education or-
ganizations to the application of computer technol-
ogy in the education of adults?

2. |s adult computer literacy the responsibility of oth-
ers? Should organizations that employ the nation’s
work force be the primary source of computer com-
petency training?

3. Is the application of computer technology a fad?
Will it go away, or be replaced by something more
advanced and worthy of educational endeavor?

4. Do these individuals responsible for adult educa-
tion policy development believe that computertech-
nology is still new to educational settings and that
we should wait for more proven applications before
committing instructional resources?

5. Is an organizational commitment still too early?
Should we let the small number of innovators, risk
takers, and others who may be somewhere on the
periphery of an organization’s main stream do the
development work?

6. Couldit be that problems associated with the transi-
tion from policy to practice prevent the implementa-
tion of “cutting edge” programs in most adult edu-
cation organizations?
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Although these possibilities are not exhaustive, it is
reasonable to assume that the lack of policy development in
computereducation for adults is the result of acombination
of obstacles. The basic problem is largely set in adult edu-
cators wishing to avoid preliminary policy development and
long range planning in favor of addressing their perceptions
of the immediate needs of learners; a scenario which leads
to the marginality of adult education (Clark, 1956). An analy-
sis relative to policy development in established adult edu-
cational organizations is that policies are (1) written in
broad general statements which reflect the “larger” mis-
sions of the institution and not specific educational pro-
gramming such as might relate to education for computer
competencies, (2) that policy reflects the established and
traditional educational service areas where computer edu-
cation is considered as a new era, and (3) the process of pol-
icy development and up-dating tends to be neglected in fa-
vor of more immediate educational programming intended
to meet the felt needs of adult learner audiences.

There is negligible evidence of the existence of poli-
cies outlining the provision for computer applications in ar-
eas relating to computer literacy for adults, yet, the practice
of providing education and training in the application of
computers in adult education is increasing at a rapid pace
(Kasworm and Anderson, 1982). The growth in the applica-
tion of computers in adult education is supported by vari-
ous groups including the Institute For The Future {Amara,
1974). As their report on the social impact of computer tech-
nology states:

... there is a need for the public to acquire a
deeperunderstanding how computers affect the
decisions individuals and organizations make,
the goods and services they produce, and the
world that individuals perceive. It is concluded
that such improved understanding must be ac-
quired in the near future. (Abstract, p. 1)

Such a call-to-action does not address the reasons for
this lack of policy. Rather, it asks what can be done to re-
solve the problem. If one makes the assumption that educa-
tional institutions maintain their vitality by fulfilling the
goals and objectives outlined in educational policy, the fol-
lowing considerations for developing computer policy are
indicated:

1. There is a practical expectation for the integration
of computer education within existing adult educa-
tion curricula and program areas.

2. There is a need for the development of new educa-
tional programming to enhance the attitudes,
knowledge, and skills of adults in the utilization of
computer technologies in the world of work, com-
munity development, and the solution of lifes’ larger
problems.

3. There is a need to involve adults as learners in the
lifelong process of self-development through adult
education opportunities. The application of com-
puter technologies can enhance the adult's lifelong
learning and self-development process.

The development and implementation of new educa-
tional policy is often only as difficult as overcoming estab-
lished institutional traditions and the extensiveness of ex-
isting staff values and competencies. The more difficult
aspect of the policy to practice scenario may be found in the
process of making the appropriate decisions relative to pro-
gram and curriculum development, teaching methods and
techniques, and design of the adult learning environment.
Basic policy questions which need consideration include
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the following:

1. Separate Curriculum Area or Knowledge Base Approach

Many approaches which integrate computertraining in
the educational dimension have failed or have lost empha-
sis due to alack of resources, competition from other cur-
ricula, and different demands brought by changing eco-
nomic and social milieu {Apps, 1979). Computer skills and
technologies, with the potential of their supportive and en-
hancing role in adult learning, are too important to be left to
a singular instructional thrust or curticulum. In support of
this idea Ennals and Cotterell (1985) believe that programs
of study in computer applications should increasingly un-
derlay teaching and learning in each subject area. This ap-
proach would offer a diffused knowledge-based approach
to computer literacy.

There are numerous considerations for the application
of computer technologies in adult education {Hoyt, 1985).
The education of adults is delivered by most educational in-
stitutions and organizations through programs designed
around the immediate problem areas of the learners (Cross,
1981} rather than through established curricula {Knowles,
1980). To fit this model, computer-based educational pro-
grams must be adaptable and dynamic in order to meet the
proactive approaches to life, and the intentional approach
to learning (Knox, 1977) as experienced by adults. Adult sat-
isfaction and perceived benefits of learning are related to
the learners’ propensity for involvement in the process of
education and learning (Oaklief and Oaklief, 1983).

Effective education of adults will interface with the
learner in the solution of real life problems and will not be
limited to a specific curriculum or a knowledge based ap-
proach. The educator of adults must be prepared to utilize a
variety of approaches which will offer choices deemed
most desirable for the application of computer education
with adults.

2. Liberating Adult Education or Problem Solving
Adult Education

Traditional perspectives on adult education in the
United States describe the benefits of learning as most of-
ten related to the solution of immediate problems in either
economic or non-economic benefit areas (Peterson, 1979:
Oaklief, 1982). This would include the acquisition of new at-
titudes, Knowledge, and skills. In this learning process the
learners adapt to the demands of occupations and respon-
sibilities of citizenship. There is another important consid-
eration for the application of computer technology in the
field of adult education. Education, according to Jones
(1984) and Apple (1979) seldom empowers the learner to
change the given order of things; to take charge of their en-
vironment. In this respect, the interactivity of adult learner
and computer technology may help to facilitate the integra-
tion of the adult learner into dominant social and economic
patterns. According to Heaney (1982, p. 157), “Liberatory
adult education . . . enables adult learners to deepen their
involvement in the struggle to change their world through
reflection and understanding.” The impact of computer liter-
acy upon the delivery of adult education and lifelong learn-
ing is to enhance the adult learner's potential for taking
charge of their own learning thus making the transition
from reactive to proactive learning behaviors {Knowles,
1975).

Computer applications in the practice of adult educa-
tion can contribute to the decentralization of traditional in-
formation power structures through awareness and shared
access in the public domain. The ideals of liberation and re-
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construction through adult education are echoed in the fol-
lowing statement from UNESCO (1977} on reconceptualiza-
tion of the education process:

Lifelong learning denotes an overall scheme
aimed at restructuring the existing education
system and at developing the entire educational
potential outside the education system. In such
a scheme men and women are agents of their
own education through continual interaction be-
tween their thought and actions. Education and
learning . . . should extend through life, include
all skills and branches of knowledge, use all pos-
sible means, and give the opportunity to all peo-
ple for full development of personality. (p. 2)

Educational policy for the enhancement of computer
literacy and its application in adult education must deal
with the basic question of what to do at every institutional
level to insure that the administrative and program direc-
tions are supportive, that adequate resources are commit-
ted, and that instructional methods and techniques further
computer literacy and the application of this technology
through the principles and practices of adult education. The
following pelicy areas represent larger individual and soci-
etal concerns:

Policy Area #1: The Potential of Adult Learning and Develop-
ment—Educational policy should address the potential of
adult learning and development through computer literacy
training, the application of computer technologies to prob-
lem solving, and enhancement of proactive learning involve-
ment for adults. Such policy should insure the availability of
computer competency education for adults regardless of
age, sex, social status, racial and ethnic background, eco-
nomic and social status, intellectual ability, and learning
style.

Policy Area #2: The Locality of Adult Learning—The adult
learner audience includes a vast array of ages, socio-
economic groups, occupational areas, and individual inter-
ests. Adult learning opportunities take place in many differ-
ent locations including the home, the work place, libraries,
shopping centers, museums, and churches to name a few.
Educational policy should provide for computer literacy and
application training at the point where it will be used; the
real life setting.

The sharing of learning environments with other edu-
cational and community organizations is an important pol-
icy consideration. Industry. business, health organizations,
and community service groups can help resolve delivery
problems, increase acceptance and direct computer educa-
tion toward solving community problems and individual
needs.

Policy Area #3: The Integration of Computer Education for
Adults—Adult education is manifest in an on-going, dy-
namic, and lifelong process. Adults continue their learning
over many life stages and integrate it with their life activi-
ties. Educational policy should provide for computer skills
and applications of learning at times and locations conven-
ient to the learner.

Policy Area #4: Consumer Protection in Commuter Educa-
tion—Protection of the best interests of adult learners is
one function of the competitive marketing system in adult
and continuing education. Public institutions are account-
able for the expenditures of their funds. The process of de-
veloping public educational programs for adults is some-
times slow and deliberate as compared to the rapid

54

Published by New Prairie Press, 2017

innovation and adaptiveness of proprietary organizations in
servicing adult audiences. Policy should call for collabora-
tion between educational providers to insure the quality
and integration of computer education and serviceability.
Programming should transcend social and economic barri-
ers to develop the potentials for benefitting privately spon-
sored adult learning programs. Policy should provide for the
employment of personnel skilled in the process of helping
adults to learn and in the application of learning to the solu-
tion of problems and the improvement of the quality of life.

Policy Area #5: Information and Learner Services—The in-
terface between adult learners and the educational organi-
zation should be efficient, accurate, complete, helpful, and
positive. Policy should create an awareness of computer
learning opportunities for adults throughout the service
area and provide a supportive environment. Policy shouldin-
sure that educational services provide a supportive environ-
ment and facilitate the adults’ potential for utilizing com-
putertechnologies in the process of lifelong learning. Adult
guidance and supportive services should perform an advi-
sory role and encourage adults to initiate personal choices
about their learning needs and the most appropriate format
for achievement.

This article has emphasized the nonexistence of com-
puter educational policy among the institutional providers
of adult education and the professional development pro-
grams in higher adult education. The primary concerns for
computer literacy and application training, as reported in
the literature, are related to the following:

1. Negligence on the part of administrators, program spe-
cialists, and adult education leaders to initiate realistic
and practical policy which will drive computer educa-
tional programs for adults.

2. The need for developing policy which will bring coopera-
tion among all providers of computer competency edu-
cation with business, industry, and community organiza-
tions to reach all adult learner audiences with
developmental training and application skills.

3. The facilitation of adult learning relative to those ap-
proaches which create learner centeredness and proac-
tivity for adults as they develop as independent learners
and controllers of their own destinies.

4. Development of learning environments which involve the
adult in planning, sharing live experiences, evaluating
progress and taking ownership in the computer educa-
tion process.

5. Facilitating computer education and literacy training so
that instructional programming is applicable to the real
life problems of the learners.

6. Documentation, dissemination, and discussion of policy
and procedures with program and instructional staff
prior to beginning computer education and literacy pro-
grams.

The development and implementation of computer ed-
ucation policy in our adult education institutions is a major
assumption. Even if it were true, the actual impact of such
policies would be dependent on the integration, under-
standing, acceptance, and actual practice relative to such
policies by teachers and facilitators of adult learning. All
things considered, the development and evidence of educa-
tional policy to guide computer education for adults is the
first place to start. Only a firm foundation of institutional
policy for computer education will enable full development
of the adult’s potential and contribution to society.

Educational Considerations
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