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Abstract

This paper describes an in-progress two-cycled Action Research investigation of public library-
led digital literacy training to older adults in social housing. Prior to the first cycle, the digital
literacy needs and training preferences of CityHousing Hamilton (CHH) older adults were
identified. These findings were then used to design and evaluate an Android tablet training
program delivered by Hamilton Public Library (HPL) to CHH older adults onsite at their CHH
place of residence (Cycle One). Findings from Cycle One were then used to design and
implement another iteration of onsite HPL-led tablet training to CHH seniors (Cycle Two).

Introduction
Digital literacy refers to the “set of skills, knowledge and attitudes required to access, create,

use, and evaluate digital information effectively, efficiently, and ethically” (Julien, 2018, p.
2243). One way to obtain digital literacy is through training (Barrie et al., 2021; Bawden, 2008).
Such training serves as an important vehicle by which to promote digital literacy, especially
among marginalized populations. For example, marginalized older adults (e.g., those 65 years of
age and older who live in social housing) often need digital literacy training to equip them with
the ability to access information, utilize services, and maintain social connections through digital
platforms. Such empowerment is crucial for ensuring participation of marginalized older adults
in an increasingly digital society and for fostering a sense of inclusion and community
engagement (Nedeljko et al., 2022).

However, barriers to the delivery of digital literacy training to marginalized populations exist.
These barriers include: a lack of access to the Internet, data, hardware, and software; the inability
to pursue education and training opportunities due to financial, mobility and geographic
restrictions; learners not seeing themselves reflected in the digital literacy training programs
provided; intimidation and fear of failure; and insufficient intermediate-level digital literacy
training opportunities (Elfert, 2019; Huynh & Malli, 2018; Smythe et al., 2021).

Fortunately, public libraries champion efforts to overcome these barriers by providing digital
literacy training to marginalized community members, such as seniors and low-income
individuals, who may have no other means by which to obtain digital literacy skills (Wynia
Baluk et al., 2023). Public libraries provide community members with complimentary access to
digital literacy training, Wi-Fi, and various information technologies, from basic computers to
advanced tools. They often offer diverse digital training methods, ranging from self-guided
tutorials to personalized support, group sessions, guest lectures, specialized professional training,
community partnerships, and technology-centered spaces (Julien et al., 2021).



How public libraries can best deliver this training is unclear. For example, a recent survey of
administrators and instructors at public libraries across Canada about the delivery of digital
literacy training indicates room for improvement and that public libraries need to fine-tune their
learning environments and program components (Detlor et al., 2024).

In response, this paper reports on an in-progress two-phased case study of the delivery of digital
literacy instruction by a public library to older adults living in social housing as a means of
determining ways a public library can best deliver digital literacy training to this specific
population.

Conceptual Framework
The conceptual framework used in this case study investigation (see Figure 1 below) is adapted

from a theoretical model developed by Detlor et al. (2022) on community-led digital literacy
training success. Detlor et al.’s (2022) model is based on information literacy and educational
assessment theories (Boyer & Ewell, 1988; Lindauer, 2004; Sims, 1992) which propose that the
learning environment in which instruction occurs (e.g., funding, classroom resources, teaching
staff, performance measurement) and program components (i.e., the specific features of the
instruction itself such as the timing and location of the instruction, the skills taught, the
pedagogical approach used) collectively influence learning outcomes (i.e., psychological,
behavioral, and benefit outcomes).

Learning Outcomes
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Program Components |—> * Improved information behavior

* Improved wellbeing

Figure 1: The study’s conceptual framework

Importantly, by utilizing this conceptual framework, the case study aligns with the CAIS 2025
conference theme of “Back to the Future” by theoretically grounding its investigation on the
lengthy and historic theoretical foundations of Information Literacy Instruction (ILI) produced in
the Library and Information Science (LIS) field over the last 40 years. That is, the study draws
on past ILI theoretical works from the LIS field to shape and inform a current research
investigation on digital literacy training.

Methodology



The study utilizes an Action Research (AR) approach (Susman & Evered, 1978; Myers, 2020) to
investigate a case study of the delivery of digital literacy training to older adults in social
housing. AR is a methodological approach that aims to solve current practical problems while
expanding scientific knowledge. The method “aims to contribute both to the practical concerns
of people in an immediate problematic situation and to the goals of social science by joint
collaboration within a mutually acceptable ethical framework™ (Rapport, 1970, p. 499).

AR differs from other research methods in that the researcher does not remain neutral in studying
a phenomenon, but rather actively intervenes in the phenomenon under investigation and
simultaneously studies the effect of this intervention. It is an iterative research process where
learning occurs by both researcher and participants within the context of the participants’ social
system. This learning occurs in cycles, where learnings from a prior intervention are applied to
the next (modified) intervention where each cycle involves four stages of planning, acting,
observation, and reflection.

Two organizations are involved in this AR investigation: CityHousing Hamilton (CHH) and
Hamilton Public Library (HPL). HPL provides curated digital literacy training materials geared
towards older adult digital literacy learners, as well as digital literacy training instruction. CHH
provides access to older adults living in social housing. Both organizations are situated in
Hamilton, Ontario, Canada.

Figure 2 below presents a visual of the two AR cycles carried out in this investigation. The
diagram also illustrates a period of reflection that occurred before the start of the first cycle.
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Figure 2: The Study’s Two Cycles of Action Research
Initial Reflection



Prior to Cycle One, 15 CHH older adults were interviewed to identify their digital literacy needs
and training preferences (Wynia Baluk et al., 2023). Analysis of the transcribed interviews found
that these seniors need training that is adaptable to an individual’s interests, promotes
confidence, and addresses financial barriers to using digital devices effectively. Findings also
affirm the value of accessible training located within seniors’ social networks (e.g., friends,
family). In addition, in a related project at a seniors’ technology lounge to a group of low-income
seniors living on social assistance in downtown Toronto, older adults expressed a preference to
have training on the basics of using an Android tablet or smartphone.

Cycle One
Based on these initial reflections, the research team planned a training program with input from

CHH/HPL administrators and HPL instructors. It was agreed that free Android tablets would be
given to CHH older adult learners to keep as a means of motivating them to participate in the
training and take it seriously, and to overcome financial barriers that require CHH older adults to
purchase their own tablets. Further, it was agreed that the training would be delivered onsite at
CHH residences to promote access and convenience to the training as most CHH older adults
suffer mobility and financial constraints restricting their ability to travel to a local library branch
to take the training. It was also agreed that the training would incorporate socialization
components (e.g., buddy learning, group classroom learning) as a means of increasing the
amount of social support available during the training itself.

The research question developed for this cycle was: To what extent can incorporating onsite
library-led Android tablet training that includes socialization components impact the learning
outcomes of older adults residing in social housing who take the training?

An HPL instructor delivered Android tablet training to CHH older adults at their CHH residence
in February and March 2024. Participant recruitment and data collection occurred between
January and April 2024 and comprised the following activities (Abouei et al, 2024; Elgamal &
Detlor, 2024):

e Pre- and post-interviews with 18 older adult learners (3 males, 15 females) aged 65+
with low levels of digital literacy skills, two library and social housing administrators,
and one library instructor.

e Observations of public library-led training across four weeks delivered onsite at CHH
residences.

e Biometric data collection (e.g., eye tracking, skin conductance) and audio/video
recording during two additional training sessions conducted in a mobile user
experience lab led by a member of the research team conducted onsite at CHH
residences.

Data analysis is currently underway and is expected to be finished by Spring 2025.



Cycle Two
Though data analysis from Cycle One is not complete, lessons learned were obtained that

provided sufficient input for reflection and planning of Cycle Two. These lessons learned were
identified from data collection activities conducted in Cycle One, a focus group session held in
April 2024 of CHH older adult learners and one CHH administrator, and additional interviews
held in September 2024 with CHH older adult learners who participated in Cycle One.

Based on these lessons learned, the research team planned out a training program with input from
CHH/HPL administrators and HPL instructors. There was agreement to improve the Android
training program itinerary and content by hiring a third-party company specializing in older adult
digital skills training to develop an Android tablet training program and provide HPL instructors
with a one-day workshop on how to teach this new training content to older adults. It was also
agreed that the training program would extend from four weeks to six, provide handout materials
in advance, offer an extended break during each training session, provide a Q&A period at the
end of each classroom session, include more hand-on exercises during each class, and assign
homework to be done before the next training session. The size of each classroom cohort would
be held to a maximum of 12 older adult learners. Two cohorts of older adults would be taught.
Two helpers (e.g., graduate research assistants) would assist HPL instructors during each
classroom session. With help from the research team, older adults would self-form peer groups
of two to four learners. These small learning groups would conduct their own peer-to-peer tablet
training sessions. Each peer-to-peer group would self-determine meeting times, meeting
locations, and the content to be taught and/or reviewed.

The research question for Cycle Two asks: “How does the delivery of public library-led Android
tablet training sessions to older adults living in social housing conducted in a classroom setting
with the assistance of helpers onsite at the older adults' place of residence AND additional ad
hoc peer-to-peer learning tablet training sessions (where older adults teach other older adults)
affect the learning outcomes of these older adults? ”

The HPL-led tablet training sessions and data collection for Cycle Two began February 2025.
The same data collection activities which occurred in Cycle One are being conducted in Cycle
Two, with three differences: i) no pre-training interviews are carried out; ii) older adults are also
asked to complete paper questionnaires that poll their feelings of wellness and computer
proficiency once prior to the beginning of the training and once after the training is completed (in
Cycle 1, these questionnaires were verbally asked during interview sessions); and iii) the mobile
user experience lab sessions only involve peer-to-peer training where one older adult teaches one
other older adult some tablet skills.



Next Steps
By the time of the CAIS 2025 conference in May 2025, Cycle One’s data analysis will be

complete, and findings will be reported at that time. Further, Cycle Two’s data collection will be
complete, and preliminary findings will be available for presentation.

Conclusion
This study responds to a growing interest in how best to deliver public library-led digital literacy

training in general, and to older adults living in social housing specifically. The goal is to make
theoretical contributions and provide recommendations to practice on the delivery of digital
literacy instruction to older adults living in social housing that lead to the bridging of the digital
divide for this marginalized population.
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