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Creating a Seniors Community of 
Learners, from Coast to Coast 



In conjunction with Sheridan College’s 
Centre for Elder Research, Sienna Senior 

Living has empowered seniors to (challenge 
themselves and take on life long learning) 

by technology and lead by example



Learning Objectives
At the end of the session, hopefully you…

Be able to facilitate one 
new technologically 
based program for 
seniors Retirement 
Living.

2.

Understand the key 
importance of lifelong 
learning and have at 
least 3 ideas for 
programming that could 
be facilitated to provide 
lifelong learning in 
Retirement Homes.

3.

Understand and be able 
to initiate an action plan 

for potential partnerships 
and have a base 

knowledge to describe to 
them the potential and 

importance of technology 
in Retirement Living.

1.
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Introduction
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In partnership with the Sheridan Centre for Elder Research, Sienna Senior Living has 
developed a 10-week, twice weekly program exploring how technology can be used to 
support lifelong learning and build relationships. The program pushes the boundaries of 
geography to connect residents with shared interests across the country and introduces 
them to a new way of learning.

Through several iterations of the Community of Learners program, residents in Sienna 
Senior Living retirement homes in Ontario and British Columbia have met face-to-face 
and online to learn about shared topics of interest including health, music, nature and 
current events. 

Community of Learners Program at Sienna Senior Living



Am I too old to learn something new?
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Life-Long Learning Research
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Springer, Dordrecht, 
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use of technology: 
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center for research and 
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enhancement 

American Psychology 
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Internet Technology 
and Social Capital: 
How the Internet 
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http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/03601315
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/03601315/34/3


Why is later life learning so important?

“Learning needs are multiple and constant over the life 
course. Alongside formal schooling and literacy skills, health 

literacy is necessary for self-care, financial literacy is 
necessary to manage income and expenses, and 

technological literacy is required in order to be fully 
connected…” (WHO, 2015)

Learning as we age – a new concept?
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Community of Learners Delivery Models

-Pilot Project
-Two Residences (Royale 

Place & Pacifica)
-Homes provided iPads 

from Sheridan for 
learning opportunity.

-10 Week Program
-Run By LC’s

Instructor Led 2

-Enhanced from pilot 
project based on 

feedback of  participants
-Three Residences 

participated
-Enhanced Sound in one 

home based on 
feedback

-Trialed new facetime 
program (Zoom)

-Internet (Direct Plug-in) 
-Website was created

Peer Led 

-Residents that participated in 
previous sessions took on the 
role of instructing residents in 

other homes how to use an 
iPad and facilitated higher 
level discussions via Zoom. 

(Peer Led Model) 
-Website was enhanced

-Enhanced sound in all three 
homes

Instructor Led 1
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A Learning Community – basis for COL
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Learning community = “a group of individuals who collaboratively 
engage in purposeful critical discourse and reflection to construct 
meaning and confirm mutual understanding” (Garrision, 2007). In 
other words, it is collaborative learning in a social environment.

This definition comes from the community of inquiry model 
developed by Dr. Randy Garrison from the University of Calgary. 
He describes 3 essential components of a learning community:

1. Social Presence = The participants and how they engage with 
you and each other
2. Cognitive Presence = The content and how it is used. All the 
content is laid out in the Participant Workbook and on the COL 
Website
3. Teaching Presence = You! The peer leaders are responsible for 
supporting the learning process



Goals of Research Partnership

• Identified by Sheridan – from Marta originally?

• From the appendix on 2016 report:

• With the COL program we are trying to create an environment in which:

1. People can learn something new (new content, new skills)

2. People can get to know each other

3. We can use technology to support learning and connect people together

Identified by Sheridan Centre for Elder Research
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Preparing for the Program
Should I facilitate this with my population?

Ask yourself these 
questions in order to 
know if this program 
is something you 
should implement 
with your population.

Is this program appropriate and of interest to the population you 
work with?

Will this program need to be adapted to meet the participants 
needs? (i.e.. only doing the “Learning Sessions” with community 
discussion)

Do you research, find out what your participants will want to 
learn about through utilizing surveys, this will give the activities 
and discussion more value. 

Try facilitating the program to yourself and adjust to meet the 
needs of your participants.
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Recruitment Strategy
The who, why and what at Sienna?

Discuss the program at resident meetings, one on one with 
individuals and also put out information in the newsletter

Create posters that promote the program, benefits and place in 
high traffic areas, especially where family will see as they may 
encourage their loved one to participate

Distribute surveys to potential participants to determine who 
may be interested in taking part in the program 

Begin assessments and do a rundown of the program with 
potential participants so they understand what is involved with 
the program
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Challenges to Recruitment 

What will stop me for 
proceeding with this 
program? 

How do I overcome 
these challenges?

Time commitment – 2 days week for 12 weeks, many residents 
would not commit to this schedule

Apprehensive towards new technology – unsure of self 
performance

Perception of program

Unsure of outcome potential and personal performance

Would this skill be useful
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Supplies & Resources Needed
Successes & Challenges

Supplies:

• Computer with camera
• Snowball
• Participant iPad 
• Stylus
• Screen/Smart TV

Resources:

• Zoom Account (Skype)
• YouTube/TED Talks
• Wifi
• Participant Workbook/Instructions

15

Screen shot of the Community of 
Learners website, where we 
would access tutorials each 
week. 



Summary of Models 1 & 2

• Model 2

– 9 weeks- each weeks’ topics (residents surveyed) were available via Ted Talks, Internet, Youtube etc that 
Sheridan prepared. 

– Session 1 was led by LC in individual homes. This was an iPad lesson. Practicing basic skills: i.e.. Googling, 
YouTube, Keyboard use etc

– Session 2 was led by LCs (Took turns each week) We would watch a video and then facetime for discussion. 

– Videochat Program: Zoom 

– Webpage allowed you to click on the links to go directly to your lesson

Instructor Led; community sessions & iPad sessions
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“It was good to see and hear about 
other people in our circumstances.”



Recommendations for 1&2
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Explore a peer-led model: The staff-facilitated model might create a scenario where 
participants treat the program as something to be delivered to them, rather than 
something they must be actively engaged in. If the participants run the program 
themselves and have a sense of ownership, it is possible that engagement and 
commitment to it will be strengthened. A peer-led model might also be more 
sustainable for Sienna moving forward.



Peer Led Model

• From the report: “People would tell their stories and the different things they’ve been through,

interesting to listen to.”

• Demographic data was collected from all 10 participants who began the program. Five participants 
were at Red Oak, three were at Lincoln Park and the two peer-leaders were at Royale Place. As in 
previous years, the number of participants at each site fluctuated slightly during the 8 weeks with 
some participants dropping out and some new ones joining.

Rationale & Preparation to Implement
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Peer Led Model – Goals:
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• Empower residents to teach others new 
skills and become an “expert”

• Create a less intimidating learning 
environment for participants

• Meet New People and stay in contact

• Opportunity for intellectually stimulating 
discussions

• Develop skills and/or learn new skills

• Overcome barriers and/or apprehension to 
new and advancing technology

• Be able to operate the iPad independently 
by the end of the program



Assessments
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• Pre-research phone interview

• Questions adapted from different assessments on social engagement

• Surveys given to participants 

Surveys & Assessments
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Peer Led Model Execution
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• This was an 8 week session 

• Session content was based off resident surveys and were available via Ted Talks, Internet, 
YouTube etc that Sheridan prepared. 

• Session 1 was led by 2 Royale Place Residents together. We would watch a video and then 
facetime for discussion. 

• Session 2 was led by Royale Place residents (1 led Red Oak & 1 led Lincoln Park) iPad Video 
Lesson was prepared by Sheridan. Watched video and then step by step did the lesson in the 
workbook 

• Videochat Program: Zoom 

• Webpage allowed you to click on the links to go directly to your lesson. Peer leaders enjoyed 
using this on their tablets to practice upcoming lessons.

Enhancement from Pilot Project 2 



Post-Program Participant Assessment/Surveys
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• Questions asked in Survey: 

– How would you explain your experience as a participant in the COL project?

– What were the benefits of participating in this project?

– What were the challenges?

– Is there anything new you have started learning about on your own since you started 
participating in the COL project?

– Did you enjoy the experience of learning with the others in the group?

Participant Quote “I often accessed the COL website on my own to Google, I got lots of interesting 
information, useless and useful!”

Participant Quote “Interacting with other people who have a similar goal (learning something new) is 
always rewarding.”



Demographic Data
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• Demographic Data from Community of Learners Participants at 3 Sienna homes (n=10)

• Average age: 89 (min=87, max=93)

• Gender breakdown: 4 males, 6 females

• Marital status: Most (6) were widowed

• Highest level of education completed: mixed; High school (4), College (3), Post-Graduate (1), Specialized training 
(i.e. RN, Technical school) (2)

• Average rating of overall health: Good (3 on a 5-point scale)

• Average rating of vision: Good (3 on a 5-point scale)

• Average rating of hearing: Good (3 on a 5-point scale)

• Average rating of mobility: Good (3 on a 5-point scale)

• Length of time living at retirement community: min=2.5 months, max=4 years

• Technology use: Most (8) participants used technology; 6 used primarily the computer, 5 also reported using an 
iPad or tablet and 2 also reported using a smartphone

• Most commonly reported uses of technology



Research Findings
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• Most participants (5/7) felt that in general, they have access to the types of learning opportunities 
that they would like and almost all (6/7) also expressed an openness to learning new things as their 
motivation for joining the COL program.

• Most participants were not new to using technology – may indicate those not participating are 
intimidated by starting their technology journey

• When asked to define what learning means to them, the most commonly reported themes included:
– Expanding ones knowledge/horizons and discovering something new

– Keeping up to date (particularly with the changes in technology)

– Keeping your brain stimulated

– Challenging yourself and,

– Improving your life

 SOCIALIZATION is #1



Community Sessions vs iPad Sessions
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Community Sessions

• Goals

– For participants to get to know 
each other

– Engage in discussion about the 
videos

• Components of Session

— Watch video 

— Discuss video with participants in 
both groups

The difference, impact of each, and how to implement.

iPad Sessions

• Goals

– For everyone to learn more about 
the iPad

– For everyone to learn together 
using the iPad

– For everyone to continue to get 
to know each other

• Components of Session

– Welcome/Check in

– iPad Tutorial Video

– Let’s Practice



Session Example
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Community Sessions

• Session #1

Topic – Taking Charge of Your Health

Breakdown:

- Watch video independently as a group 
within your home 

- Connect & share (Introductions)

- Discuss (Do you feel that healthcare 
functions as a cohesive system?)

- Topics for Further 
Discussion/Investigation (Google Search, 
videos)

Community vs Home Group Sessions

Home Group Sessions

• Session #1

Topic – iPad Session #1 

Breakdown:

- Group Guidelines

- iPad Tutorial Video

- iPad Tutorial recap with Peer 
Leader

- Reflect & discuss 



Pros & Cons of Delivery Models
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Pros 

• Increased sense of self confidence (participant)

• Developing strong long-lasting relationships

• Active Engagement

• Developing knowledge 

• Improved ability to cope with changing technology

• Sense of satisfaction 

• Creation of a “safer” environment, designed 
around participants needs

• Failure is recognized as a teachable moment

Peer Led Model

Cons

• Not a specialist in the field 

• Facilitating and leading discussion in 
appropriate/helpful direction more difficult

• Peer may feel anxious about leading education 
session

• Extra preparation time for peer as they will 
practice and trial things prior to session

• Lack of confidence in self (presenter)

Quote from participant: “People would tell their stories and the different things 
they’ve been through, interesting to listen to.”



Pros & Cons of Delivery Models
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Instructor Led Model

Pros 

• Specialist with the material

• Focus on content and achieving goals of the 
program

• Instructors know most answers or how to get 
them 

• Feedback & suggestions

• Demonstrate 

• Outlined and organized well

Cons

• Sessions more structured and rigid as to 
content 

• Failure isn’t as openly accepted

• Not as realistic an environment

• Speed and content may not align with all 
participants

• Skills not necessarily perfected or trialed 
before instructor moves forward



Pros & Cons of Overall Program
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Pros 

• In person, can physically demonstrate skills

• Outlined and organized well

• 2x per week was more effective for learning

• Extra tips and tricks in the back of the 
workbook were helpful

• Residents had their own iPads to practice 
between lessons

• Extra tips and tricks in the back of the 
workbook were helpful

Cons

• Sessions structured and rigid as to 
content and desired outcomes

• Speed and content did not align with all 
participants

• Skills not necessarily perfected or trialed 
before instructor/peer leader moved 
forward

• iPad tutorials were too soft 

• Sound/Internet was a barrier at times 
causing discussion to be minimal



Testimonials 
How the residents felt the program went, and their desire for continued learning

Poem

A resident at Royale 
Place expressed his 
satisfaction through a 
creative poem he wrote

Positive Feedback in 
Study

“I have increased my 
computer use because 
of ideas sparked by the 
iPad.”

Verbal Feedback & 
Request for More

Of those who provided 
their feedback, almost all 
(9/10) reported that they 

would like to see the 
Community of Learners 
become a permanent 

program at Sienna.
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Older adults exploring senior living options for the first time are 
thrilled to see the Pacifica Retirement Residence is offering a 
lifelong learning program. Seniors are looking for avenues to 
continue learning later in life. They are seeking out discussion 
groups and other such formats that expose them to sharing 
ideas and exploring new ways of thinking. Lifelong learning 

opportunities support healthy aging.

Allison Giuliani, Lifestyle Consultant, Sienna Senior Living’s Pacifica Retirement Residence

(Surrey, British Columbia)



Community of Learners Tribute
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The profound impact continued learning has made on a resident at Sienna

I have a little iPad 

It’s as neat as it can be

and I never cease to marvel

At what it does for me

It is easy to start 

And find your way

In fact we learned how

On the very first day

We can use it while sitting

Or if we are on walks,

We can lean so much

From the icon “Ted Talks”

We learned about health

Both body and brain

And the best way to learn

Is it continue to train

We learned how to type

With stylus or finger

And how to make notes

That will last and will linger

We learned that with “taps”

On various Apps

We can write down a rhyme

Or visit friends on Face Time
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We found out about wildlife

Both here and abroad

And how climate changes 

With a wink and a nod

iPad is thoughtful

Won’t leave you in the lurch

Just type in “Google”

And go on a search

It has been a fun session
I’m sure you’ll agree

Eight weeks of learning
For you and for me

Right now I’m feeling
A little bit sad

But I’m feeling at home
With my little iPad 



Questions?




