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10 Things to Know as a Computer Tutor

1. The learner controls the mouse. 

The learner should always control the mouse and keyboard. Many people have a difficult time using the mouse when they are a new user. They don’t know the difference between the buttons and don’t hold it correctly. You may feel like you’re doing them a favor by helping, but they need to do it themselves.  

2. Be patient! 

It may take some learners awhile to understand how to work the mouse and to learn the keyboard. You may need to repeat the same thing several times before they understand. Try not to give the answers too quickly - they may start to rely on the assistance instead of retaining the information. 

3. Meet them where they are. 

What you find interesting may not be what your learner finds interesting. Ask them a few questions to determine what their interests are and skill level, and go from there. They’ll be more apt to pay attention and learn if you catch their interest. Ask them what their hobbies are and start looking up websites with that information. Google maps, YouTube, recipes, horoscopes and eBay are just a few examples.

4. Don’t assume they know what you do. 

Try to remember what it was like when you learned something new. Words like “windows,” “folders,” “files” and “desktop” mean different things to a new computer user. Check in with them to better understand their level of knowledge. They may have several years of experience on the computer, but not know what the desktop or taskbar are.

5. It’s okay if you don’t know everything. 

There’s a good chance you will be asked a questions that you don’t know the answer to. Don’t be afraid to say you don’t know; you and your learner to find the answer together. Expect to learn something new every time you volunteer.

6. Everyone acts differently.

Some people will act shy or embarrassed because they don’t want to look stupid. Others will be proud that they don’t know anything and act tough. Try to make them feel comfortable and build trust.

7. Be prepared for learning disabilities, low literacy and age-related physical restrictions

It may be hard to believe, but there are millions of adult with low literacy skills due to poor education, learning disabilities or because English is their second language. There are also many older adults who have limited vision or motor skills. Be patient and supportive in these circumstances.

8. Don’t overwhelm them.

There are hundreds of things to teach your adult learner, but there is only so much information a person can handle. Consider teaching 2-3 new skills and having the learner practice them a few times. 

9. If the Internet isn’t working, be creative.

You may encounter that the Internet is down, but this shouldn’t stop you from showing the learner something new. Go into the accessories folder and show them the calculator, Paint, games such as Solitaire, Minesweeper. Or start working in Microsoft Word or PowerPoint, if available. Other important skills you could share are file management and saving on a thumb drive or disk.

10. Practice safe surfing.

The Internet can be a scary place, but it doesn’t mean we shouldn’t use it. Explain to your learner some of the ground rules to safe surfing. Choose passwords that aren’t easy to guess; don’t simply use your birthday or child’s name. Use a combination of capital letters and numbers. Only open attachments from people you know and trust. Attachments can contain viruses which could infect your computer. Beware of pop-up ads, do not click on them as they may lead you to a website that will infect your computer. Don’t believe everything you read; if it seems too good to be true it probably is. Don’t get tricked into giving away usernames, passwords or other sensitive data. 

 . . .And have fun!

