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4 principles for digital mentoring 
 

 

Build safety (together) 

Building safety (not comfort!) with your learner 
will enable the learner to frequently go out of 
their comfort zones and therefore stretch and 
grow. 

 Build safety through: Trust, Care, Respect 
 Show empathy, cultivate learner’s empathy 

for themselves  
 Congratulate, support, celebrate 

achievements (no matter how small) 

 

Experimental/experiential 

 Learner is hands-on, you are hands off (sit on 
your hands if you need!) 

 Follow the interface, what does it say on the 
screen? 

 Encourage being inquisitive, model this 
 Learn by doing 

 

Learner centred 

 Interest or need as the starting point 
 Let the leaner take control 
 Refuse the role of ‘teacher’, become a co-

learner 
 Notice the signs of learner fatigue 
 Acknowledge diversity of cognition and 

learning styles 

 

Non-prescriptive 

 No set lesson pans. 
 Take notes of the learner’s wants – this is 

your guide 
 Don’t be afraid to fail and keep trying 
 Break learning into 20-minute blocks and re-

cap. Or check-in at the first 20 minutes at 
least. 
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Structuring your session 
Starting a session. 

1. Make sure you have the space and time to do what you need. Make sure the learner is in a 
position to learn. 

2. Ask an establishing question such as “what are we doing today?” 
3. Write down the things they list. 
4. Set realistic expectations, eg: 

“We might not get through all of this today, but we can see how we go,” or 

“I’m not an expert, but together we can try to work it out” 

5. Make sure the learner is hands-on. If they hand you the device, insist they use it. If they need 
help with accessibility, discuss with them what options there are. Eg, accessibility option in 
device settings, alternative mouse, making sure the screen is bright enough. 

 

During the session. 

Using questions to help direct the learner and make sure you are meeting their needs. 

Use open ended questions to explore what they want to do, and as the primary means to help 
them be active and independent in their learning. 

Use clarifying questions to make sure you understand what the learner is saying, and to focus or 
reinforce. Paraphrasing or repeating back are good ways to clarify. This makes sure that you 
understand what they want, and it can also help the learner focus their thoughts. 

Use directional questions when the learner needs more support. You should aim to use open-
ended and clarifying over directional questions to encourage independent thinking by the learner. 

If a learner is getting frustrated or distressed, suggest stopping and breathing. Reinforce that they 
are doing well (if appropriate), let them know that you can pause the session. 

If a learner is getting agitated, it might be appropriate to ask them to articulate how they think you 
can help them. This puts the onus back on the learner, it might also help them to think through how 
realistic their request is. 

At the end of the session. 

Using the list that you made at the start, check what you have achieved and repeat it back to the 
learner – this reinforces what you have covered today and anything that you didn’t get to. Ask if 
they feel more confident.  
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Using structured questions 
Open-ended questions: 

“What do you think?” 
“Can you see anything on the screen that might be what 
you want?” 
“Can you see a button on the screen for that?” 
 

Clarifying questions: 

“What are you wanting to do again?” 
“You wanted to [task/request] is that right?” 
“What are we looking at?” 
“What did you just do?” 
 

Directional questions: 

“Before clicking on anything, what does the message say?” 
 “I’m looking at the [top/side or screen etc…] can you see anything that matches [question]?” 
“We want to [action, eg. attach file] can you see a button to [action, eg. attach]?” 
“Let’s see, give it a go.” 
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Communication tips 

Approach communication challenges as a learning opportunity (for all) rather than as a barrier. 

 Use simple, direct, concrete language 
 Show as well as explain, then seek confirmation that what you’ve communicated has been 

understood 
 Work out alternatives and back-ups to written communication 
 Limit written communication (forms and paperwork) to the essentials 
 Speak naturally and in a normal voice 
 Position yourself appropriately so all participants can see you easily and don’t turn away or cover 

your mouth while you are speaking 
 Be patient and friendly and take time to communicate 
 If you have difficulty understanding someone’s speech, be patient and ask them to repeat if 

necessary. You may need to nod to reassure the person you are listening, and ask questions to 
clarify the situation. Don’t pretend you have understood and if it’s not working, try another 
strategy. 
 

Never-evers 

Research indicates there are certain things that a facilitator should never do during a training 
session. 

 Never ever forget that individuals are unique, with needs, interests, and experiences particular to 
them 

 Never ever require individuals to participate in an activity 
 Never ever talk to participants as if they are children 
 Never ever ridicule participants or their experiences 
 Never ever neglect the participants’ personal needs 
 Never ever read from a lengthy prepared text 
 Never ever give participants something to read and then read it to them 
 Never ever go past the scheduled time 
  Never ever take the session so seriously that everyone (including the facilitator) cannot have fun. 
 

Source: 

Adapted from 3CR Community Radio’s Train-The-Trainer training. 
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Phone-based assistance 

Conducting a 1 on 1 over the phone utilises the same structure as an in-person session, 
however it will require extra work from you and the patron to communicate clearly.  

Tips 

 Ask what device they are using 
 Ask the patron to describe what they can see on the screen (they are your eyes) 
 Establish a shared vocabulary. 
 

Establishing a shared vocabulary 
How do you know that you and the learner are looking at the same thing when you’re not there with 
them? How do you give direction if you don’t have a shared vocabulary? Terms like ‘search bar’ or ‘space 
bar’ might be meaningless to them. They might not even register seeing those things on the screen. 

Find visual keys to help orient the learner so that you can establish a shared understanding of 
what you are looking at.  
 

 

“Can you see the time 
and date in the top left-
hand corner of the 
screen?”  
“Now move your eyes to 
the top middle of the 
screen…” 

“In the bottom left of the 
screen what can you 
see?”  
“The smiley face? And 
what’s to the right of 
that? And in the bottom 
middle of the screen?” 
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Barriers to learning 
 

Low digital literacy 

Low digital literacy refers to a limited understanding of and ability to use technology.  It might seem 
to go without saying that people who are digitally excluded experience low digital literacy, but like 
all literacies ‘digital literacy’ is a spectrum.  Understanding where people sit on that spectrum 
informs the support we offer.  The two ends of the spectrum are: 

• The person is generally competent with technology but this is the first time they are using a 
particular device or app so they are a bit confused 

• The person lacks the foundation skills and vocabulary (swiping, moving a cursor, right 
clicking) to engage with any and all technology. 

 

Low mental bandwidth 

‘Mental bandwidth’ refers to our ability to absorb and process information.  There are a number of 
factors that limit mental bandwidth, most importantly stress.  When we are stressed our mental 
bandwidth is decreased.  Stressors can be short-term (something that has just happened that has 
stressed someone out) or systemic (related to the some part of their life that is outside of their 
control e.g. poverty, unstable employment, housing insecurity, or an abusive relationship). 

A good indicator of low mental bandwidth is impatience which can also manifest as frustration and 
anger, and which can be directed at you or other people as an outlet for these emotions.  Generally 
speaking: 

• Someone with high mental bandwidth is receptive of new information 

• While they may need help, someone with low mental bandwidth is not in a space to take in 
new information. 

 

Fear, anxiety, and low self-esteem 

Fear and anxiety are powerful emotions that can be related to low self-esteem.  A person’s self-
esteem can be a result of their general life experience e.g. difficulty coping with change and 
uncertainty, or can be specifically related to their experience of technology e.g. they have been the 
victim of scam or abuse using technology.  The practical result of these emotions is an aversion to 
technology that can make even engaging for the purpose of completing an essential task all but 
impossible. 

Consistency and patience are key to overcoming anxiety and fear.  However, at least initially, 
demonstrating that it is possible to safely complete a task or fix a problem can go a long way 
towards diffusing these emotions. 

 

These are just some of the many potential barriers to learning. Have a think about what 
barriers you have faced when learning. What did you do? What helped? What didn’t? 
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Theories of learning 
 

Learning is lifelong. Adults learn best when they are 

 active 
 get to practice 
 it’s relevant 
 use various senses 
 get feedback 
 experience success. 

 
People recall: 10% of what they read, 20% of what they hear, 30% of what they see, 50% of what 
they hear and see, 70% of what they say and write, 90% of what they say as they do it! 

 

Everyone brings knowledge – sharing vs. ‘banking’ 

As adult learners, we all bring a wealth of knowledge, experience and skills to every learning 
situation. As a digital mentor we need to value, honour and help draw-out that knowledge. 

Paulo Freire was a Brazilian educationalist who is best known for his theory of popular education 
and his book Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1970). Freire argued that education should be situated in 
the lived experience of participants. Freire characterised formal education as being a ‘banking’ 
model where the teacher ‘deposits’ knowledge in the student. In opposition to the banking model, 
Freire advocates for problem-posing model based on a dialogue between teacher and student. 
Instead of one person acting on another we should seek to work with each other. 

 

Challenge vs comfort – Zone of Proximal Development 

To learn the participant needs to reach outside their comfort zone. This is the ideal place of learning 
for you and the learner. 

The zone of proximal development is the gap between what a learner has mastered and what they 
can potentially master with support and assistance. This concept, highly influential in educational 
psychology, was first introduced by Russian psychologist Lev Vygotsky in the 1930s. 

  

Diagram from: Instruction in Libraries and Information 
Centers: An Introduction by Laura Saunders and 
Melissa A. Wong. 


