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Older Adults’ Frequently Asked Questions about Computers 
 
List compiled from PowerPoint presentations, articles and interviews with trainers who teach 
computer classes for older adults.  See the last page of this document for a list of articles cited. 
 
1. How can I send e-mail? 
 
 Helpguide.org recommends that you teach e-mail in the following way: 
 

“Solicit a volunteer and have him or her control the computer as you guide them through the 
steps for registering for a Yahoo or Hotmail account.  Also guide them through the steps of 
creating an e-mail. Then help students register on Yahoo or Hotmail.  Be sure each person 
records, on paper, the name chosen as a “user ID” or ‘screen name,’ and the password 
selected. Have them send cards to friends or family or to each other or to you”  
 

2. How can I read e-mail from others? 
 

If they have not created an account, have them do so.  Then send them an e-mail.  Teach 
them to read the subject line and to be wary of opening attachments unless they know the 
sender. 

 
3. What do I do if my computer seems stuck? 
 

Show them how to push ctrl-alt-delete to bring up the task manager.  Tell them to click on 
the task list and look for the words “not responding”.  If they see those words show them 
how to close that program from the task list. 

 
Show them how to shut down their computer using multiple ctrl-alt-delete sequence to shut 
down the computer. 
 
Show them that if all else fails, they can press in the power button on their tower and keep it 
depressed until the computer shuts down. 

 
4. Why won’t this link open when I click on it? 
 

Tell them to click once on the link or file and then press the enter key.   
 
5. Where can I find reliable health information? 

 
Roger Morrell (2004) recommends taking them to NIHSeniorHealth.gov because this site 
was specially designed for seniors and has a number of easy to use accessibility features. 

 
6. Is it safe to buy something online? 
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Show them how they can tell if they are logged onto a secure server.  Helpguide.org advises 
that instructors ensure them that they will not be charged until and unless they enter their 
credit card number.  Helpguide.org also suggests that instructors emphasize that they can 
search or browse shopping sites; select merchandise, read bout books or other items, ALL for 
FREE. 

 
7.  How can I attach something to an e-mail? 

 
Show them how to do this step-by step.  Explain that they should check the file size and 
show them how to do so.  Explain that some e-mail services have a maximum file size that 
can be attached.  For instance, in Yahoo it is 20 megabytes.   

 
8.  Why is my computer so stupid? 
 

Tell them that even though computers can process information very rapidly, they are not 
intelligent.  They are limited by the care and imagination and talent of the people who create 
their programs. 

 
9. I’m having trouble using the mouse; what can I do? 
 
 As the patron to explain or demonstrate the type of problem he or she is having.   
 

If they are having trouble pointing, show them how to slow down the speed with which the 
pointer moves. Microsoft provides detailed instructions for how to change this speed (for XP 
machines) at http://www.microsoft.com/enable/training/windowsxp/pointerspeed.aspx.   
 
If they are having trouble double-clicking, show them that they can left-click once and then 
hit the enter key. 
 
If they persistently click the right mouse button instead of the left, show them how to reverse 
the function of the right and left mouse buttons.  Microsoft provides detailed instructions for 
how to do this (for XP machines) at http://www.microsoft.com/enable/training/windowsxp 
/reversemousebuttons.aspx  
 
If they are having difficulty keeping the mouse still while clicking, you can suggest that they 
use their free hand to click the buttons. 
 
If they are having many difficulties with the mouse or find it painful to use, you can show 
them how to set their computer so that they can use the keyboard to control the pointer.  
Microsoft provides detailed instructions for how to do this (for XP machines) at 
http://www.microsoft.com/enable/training/windowsxp/mousekeys.aspx 
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10. How do I restart the computer? 
 

Show them that they can click on the Start button then select Shutdown.  Show them that 
they need to make sure that “shutdown” is selected on the pop up box that appears.  Once 
“shutdown” is selected, they can click “ok” 

 
 Also show them that they can press the ctrl key, the alt key, and the delete key 
 simultaneously twice in succession to shutdown the computer. 
 
11. I’m having trouble seeing the information on the computer; what can I do? 
 

If they are viewing a Web page, show them that they can try to enlarge the text by clicking 
on the view menu then selecting “text size,” then selecting “largest.” Explain that they can 
also accomplish this by holding down the “alt” key and while it is held down, pressing “v” 
then “x” then “g” 
 
If the text size on the web page is fixed (by the coding) or if they are having trouble with a 
non-Web document, you can show them how to use the magnifier.  Microsoft provides 
detailed instructions for how to use the magnifier (for XP machines) at 
http://www.microsoft.com/enable/training/windowsxp/magnifierturnon.aspx 
 
If enlarging the text doesn’t help, show them how to change the contrast.  Microsoft provides 
detailed instructions for how to do this (for XP machines) at 
http://www.microsoft.com/enable/training/windowsxp/highcontrast.aspx 

 
12. Should I turn my computer off everyday? 
 

There is no clear consensus as to what the correct answer is for this question.  If you want 
more information about the controversy, visit 
http://computer.howstuffworks.com/question328.htm  

 
13. Why can’t I view the pictures my daughter (or son) sent me? 

 
There are many potential reasons why.  Andy Walker recommends showing the patron how 
to download irfanview at www.irfanview.com. He notes that “Once the viewer is installed 
and associated with JPG, GIF files and other common image files, the next time you open the 
photo attachment in e-mail, Irfanview will open the image for you without any further fuss.” 

 
14. What should I use to search the Internet? 
 

Google is a good choice, not only because it is still one of the best search engines, but also 
because it’s interface is uncluttered and easy for seniors to use. 
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