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The original nucleus of 25 people came from diverse backgrounds —
farming, teaching, freezing works — and had some computer
experience between them, but “none of us were experts”. They
acquired recycied 386 PCs from Telecom plus a couple foaned from
the sponsoring bank, bought the necessary software and manuals and
advertised their first course,

Four years on, SeniorNet Timaru has more than 400 current members
and over 500 people have completed their courses. Thirty-six tutors, all
graduates of the courses themselves, run the classes, Membership
costs $30 for the first year including the introductory course, and $15
for subsequent years. Course costs ($30 for 6 weeks, one session per
week) cover all outgoings. As well as the introductory course, they offer
tuition in word processing (two levels), desk top publisking,
spreadsheets, databases and genealogy They have re-equipped with
new hardware and software, and also own a scanner and digital camera
with the associated software. They now have no vacancies in courses
for the next six months

The first course assumes no prior contact with computers, and has one
tutor to each two participants. Tutors — all volunteers — are those who
have completed the courses themselves, and the computer terminals
are set up to encourage interactive "peer tutoring” between pairs of
students Tutor-pupil ratio is idealily one to three, and anyone who is
urhappy with their course can repeat it at no extra charge Finding
software manuals rather unfriendty, they have developed their own
course notes and manuals or borrowed from other SeniorNets.
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The main reason their members give for coming is o “keep in touch
with the family and try to keep up with the grandchildren”. Many are
also interested in genealogy Their oldest participant is 83: she came
with no technical experience at all and now has her own computer
They run separate courses with extra practice time for participants
having no access to a computer at home Local retailers are very happy
with the efforts of SeniorNet - half their hardware sales are to people
over bh,

What would they do differently?

Not a lot, they say. But they did not realise how fast the whole project
would catch on and take off Originally they did little planning of the
year's courses, just ran them as demand required Now they plan up to
a year in advance

Useful tip

Make people pay for the whoie course when they register, and before
the first session. It's not fair on tutors to have to collect fees as well.




