Seniors keeping pace with technology
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WINNIPEG — Morris Chapnick may turn to his grandchildren for technical assistance now and then, but that hasn't stopped the retired accountant from lugging his laptop to Hawaii to stay in touch with family and friends by webcam.

“I have three computers now,” says Chapnick, 82, who even has his own home network.

“I find computers make life a lot easier for me. I do my on-line banking and when I get a utility bill and it's due on a certain day, I just program it in and it pays my bill for me.”

He's part of a growing army of older Canadians who may have dodged the computer revolution at work but have embraced it enthusiastically in their retirement.

His friends gathered around the coffee table at Creative Retirement Manitoba are quick to tell similar stories. They're members of the computer club at the non-profit agency, which runs various programs for seniors, and have come today to learn how to use Microsoft Windows more effectively.

“I just got a computer 2½ years ago,” says Dave Friesen, a retired teacher.

“I had nothing to do with computers. Oh, I had a dinosaur way back when (‘a Commodore 64,' friend Kenneth Green chips in with a laugh) but I never used it.”

Friesen says many older people — his wife included — seem to be intimidated by computers and the Internet, but they shouldn't be.

John Buchanan, 74, leader of the Windows workshop, says that's where clubs like theirs come in. And they also provide important social connections.

“The learning is part of it but they're very friendly places. We laugh a lot and have a good time.”

The Pew Internet and American Life Project says in 2004, 22 per cent of Americans aged 65 or older reported having access to the Internet, up from 15 per cent in 2000.

The numbers aren't exactly comparable but Statistics Canada reports that in 2003, 59 per cent of Canadian households headed by an adult aged 55 to 64 used the Internet, along with 25 per cent of households headed by an adult aged 65 or older.

Of course, that doesn't necessarily mean the head of the household can use the computer that sits in his or her home.

Louise Latremouille's parents inherited a computer from one of their children when it was replaced by a new one. But they didn't really know how to use the machine that sat in their kitchen in Nelson, B.C.

“They had really avoided technology. They had, maybe only a year before, agreed to get an answering machine,” says Latremouille, who lives on the other side of the country in Nova Scotia.

With a family scattered all over Canada, and her father recently diagnosed with cancer, they had plenty of incentive to learn.

“I was thrilled, being the furthest away, being four time zones away — a computer is the easiest way to communicate.”

She couldn't find a guide that was basic enough, so she started writing them crib notes to get started.

Those notes have since turned into “My Parents First Computer and Internet Guide” (www.myparentsfirst.com). Although self-published, Latremouille has already sold 7,500 copies to other older would-be computer users, who couldn't find the kind of simple guidebook they needed to navigate their way through cyberspace.

There are other resources as well to help older people learn how to use a computer.

Industry Canada has a program called Student Connections that offers Internet training specifically for seniors (for details, visit www.scp-ebb.com/english/seniors.cfm or call 1-888-807-7777).

Richard Denesiuk runs the computer program at Creative Retirement Manitoba. He says he's been expecting beginner-level interest to drop off as boomers who have used computers for much of their lives begin to retire with all the tech skills they need. But so far, he says, that hasn't been the case.

“We've been doing personal computers since the mid-'80s,” he says. “We've been thinking for the last five years our intro classes are going to dry up but they keep coming.”

Chapnick says it has been worth the effort but it can be a little frustrating to try to learn about computers later in life, when memory isn't what it used to be.

“I forget things from one time to another. Today (at the club meeting) I wanted to know how to delete cookies again.”

Green, at 67 the youngster in the group, agrees it can be tough to get started.

“I had studied Spanish and French, and (the computer) was just as foreign to me as those languages.”

But, like Chapnick, he says it pays off and he points to “the instant communication you can have with friends around the world.”

Like Buchanan, he's also a talented photographer (the pair's evocative work decorates the walls of the retirement centre) and both have used their computer skills to switch over to digital imaging.

“I think it's really good to keep your mind active . . . and it just seems easier to write a letter on e-mail than on paper.”

Other government websites with information for seniors on using computers: — www.communication.gc.ca/guides/seniors—aines/09e.html — www.phac-aspc.gc.ca/seniors-aines/pubs/tech—fact—sheets/no04—e.htm 

