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The notion of mentoring is ancient. The original mentor was described by Homer as the "wise and 
trusted counsellor" who Odysseus left in charge of his household during his travels. In modern 
times, the concept of mentoring has found application in virtually every forum of learning. Greater 
use of communication technologies has provided significant opportunities for relationships to 
form and grow in digital environments and with the ease of linking dispersed individuals and 
groups using these technologies, opportunities for interaction and collaboration are extensive. This 
paper investigates the concept of collaborative mentoring in digital environments and explores 
strategies and technological tools for supporting and developing shared meaning and conducting 
rational discourse. The ascilite pilot Collaborative Community Mentoring Program (C²MP) is 
provided as an example. An early attempt at building a model for collaborative mentoring in 
digital environments is explored using an adaptation of a three-element Community of Practice 
framework, progress of the pilot mentoring program is reported and a process for evaluating the 
pilot is outlined.  
 

Keywords: mentoring, digital, interaction, collaboration, Collaborative Community Mentoring 
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Introduction 
 

There are few experiences as powerful as connecting with other people who are united by the need to work 
collegially and to resolve mutually shared problems. Professional mentoring can have a significant beneficial 
effect on the life or career of an individual, and traditionally has often been as a result of personal one-on-one 
contact.  A mentor can offer knowledge, insight, perspective or wisdom that is especially useful to another 
person (sometimes referred to as a mentee). Mentoring has often been used to assist promising junior executives 
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climb the career ladder.  It usually focused on a dyadic, mentor± protégé model involving a more skilled senior 
person sponsoring and encouraging a junior person. In more recent times, the concept of mentoring has focused 
more specifically on career direction and progression, goal setting, role modelling, networking, establishment of 
support systems, and a revitalisation of self (Willcoxson & Aniftos, 2002; McCormack & West, 2006).  Peer 
mentoring has also been highly effective and while it may be important that the mentor should be experienced 
and able to share the wisdom of that experience with the protégé, it has not been necessary for the mentor to be 
at a very senior level within an organisation. Peer mentoring tends to reflect a non-hierarchical nature of the 
process, a characteristic that can address problematic issues in senior±junior mentoring relationships such as 
power, dominance, dependency and transference.  
 
Mentees invariably report a range of benefits gained from access to advice and networks provided by 
interacting with a mentor. This includes the expansion of self-confidence, taking a more positive approach to 
problem solving, achieving greater research and study outputs, extending knowledge, expertise and experience 
and success in applying for jobs which are more rewarding and offer greater challenges (Gardiner, 2005). What 
is not so widely known and is frequently contrary to initial expectations is that mentors have reported an 
increase in their own networks across organisations, greater knowledge of other areas and disciplines, and 
being able to give greater focus to their own career development needs. 
 
Since 2003, ascilite has conducted a Community Mentoring Program (CMP) as part of its suite of activities to 
support its members. Approximately 40 members have taken part over the eight years with the program proving 
to be a valuable service to those members. In a membership survey conducted by ascilite in 2010, data revealed 
that 59.6% of respondents regarded the community mentoring program as a worthwhile initiative but a 
significant minority (36%) was not sure about the value of continuing the program. Not only that, the majority 
of respondents (82.8%) had seldom or never engaged with the program. Upon consideration of how this service 
PLJKW�EH�PRGLILHG�WR�LQFUHDVH�HQJDJHPHQW�DQG�VSUHDG�WKH�³UHDFK´�RI�WKH�3URJUDP��WKH�DVFLOLWH�([HFXWLYH�FKRVH�
to pilot a collaborative program (referred to as C²MP) which was introduced in early 2011 and runs in parallel to 
the existing CMP. 

 

Collaborative Community Mentoring (C²MP) ± a pilot program 
 

The C²MP aims to build on the strengths of the Community Mentoring Program and extend the reach 
and benefits of mentoring across the ascilite community. The Program has been guided by the 
following assumptions: 

�  collaborative activity supports the creation of community (Palloff & Pratt, 2007) and the concept that: when 
I succeed, we succeed.  

� collaborative activity can help alleviate isolation by purposefully connecting scholars with one another. This 
community learning experience will provide more opportunities to extend and deepen understanding, test out 
ideas by sharing them with a supportive group, and receive critical and constructive feedback from a number 
of colleagues.  

� there are clear parallels between social constructivist models for online learning and collaborative mentoring.  
� digital technologies provide significant opportunities to link dispersed individuals and groups for interaction 

and collaboration.  
� digital technologies alVR�SURYLGH�DQ�H[FHOOHQW�ZD\�WR�³FDSWXUH´�WKH�LQWHUDFWLRQV��UHIHUUHG�WR�E\�5HXVKOH�

(2005) as VIP communication: Visible, Instant and a Permanent record.  
� knowledge-building discourse is a crucial element of this process which results in refining and transforming 

ideas and knowledge "through the discursive practices of the community ± practices that have the 
advancement of knowledge as their explicit goal" (Scardamalia, 2002, p.12). 

� scholarly rigour can be enhanced through working in interdisciplinary and collaborative teams.  
� this opportunity will encourage ascilite members to work collaboratively and engage creatively on shared 

learning, teaching and research questions and challenges. 
 
A staged process for the implementation of the pilot C²MP is outlined in Table 1. 
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Table 1: C²MP process for implementation 
 

Stage Action 
1 Call for Expressions of Interest (EOIs) from 
potential mentors and mentees with an interest in a 
collaborative mentoring arrangement  

EOIs advertised through the ascilite Bulletin, ascilite hub, 
ascilite mailing list 

2 Two mentors (based on common interests) brought 
together and asked to devise a shared theme/project 

C²MP Chair to organise 

3 Promote this shared theme/project through ascilite 
community networks to seek interest from mentees 
and match paired mentors with teams of 3 or more 
mentees. To form a collaborative peer-group, 
mentees will have their own projects that will fit 
within or relate to the proposed theme.  

C²MP Chair to propose matches, seek agreement of 
participants; templates for Mentoring Agreements and 
Project Proposals distributed to teams. Agreement used as 
the basis for establishing shared goals, group guidelines 
and for determining roles and responsibilities 

4 Establish mechanisms to support the interactions 
and collaborations  

Collaborative space established in the ascilite hub; C²MP 
Guidelines made available; webinar conducted; regular 
contact with teams via synchronous web conferencing (3 
weekly) 

5 Plan and conduct symposium-type event at ascilite 
2011 conference 

C²MP Chair to negotiate with ascilite Conference Chair; 
call put out amongst C²MP participants for symposium 
presentations 

6 Ongoing evaluation of program using action 
research  

Conducted by CMP Chair in consultation and 
collaboration with ascilite Executive and Program 
participants, and critical friend/s 

7 Decision on extension of the program beyond the 
2011 pilot 

To be guided by the outcomes of the evaluation 

 
Tools used for the support and development of the C²MP 
 
The ascilite hub has been used as a central point of contact for participants in the Program. A dedicated area for 
the Program is hosted in WKH�KXE¶V Moodle environment and is used for social interaction, focused discussions 
and the sharing of ideas (through the forums), resource building and planning (using the wiki), seeking and 
providing feedback (and clarification of ideas), and linking to the web conferencing facility (Wimba). Regular 
synchronous gatherings are conducted in the Wimba classroom.  
 
In addition to the Moodle application, participants are encouraged to use other media for communication, 
information sharing and knowledge construction including Skype, Facebook, Twitter, Google docs and so on. A 
wiki in the Moodle space has been set aside for exploring other media for interaction and collaboration and 
participants are encouraged to seek out and test applications and then share their experiences with the other 
Program participants. 
 
 

Model for collaborative mentoring 
 

The affordances of digital technologies were recognised as a means for bringing a dispersed group of like 
individuals together. Using a well tested Community of Practice framework (Wenger, 1998; McDonald & Star, 
2008) but implemented  in a digital environment has given the participants in the Collaborative Mentoring 
Program an opportunity to explore ways and means of extending and enhancing the existing mentoring program 
�&03���$V�QRWHG�E\�0F'RQDOG�DQG�6WDU���������WKH�WHUP�³FRPPXQLW\�RI�SUDFWLFH´�emerged from Lave and 
:HQJHU¶V��������VWXG\�WKDW�H[SORUHG�OHDUQLQJ�LQ�WKH�DSSUHQWLFHVKLS�PRGHO��ZKHUH�SUDFWLFH�LQ�WKH�FRPPXQLW\�
enabled the apprentice to move from peripheral to full participation in community activities. Wenger, 
McDermott and Snyder (2002, p. 4) describe communities of practice as: 
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Groups of people who share a concern, a set of problems, or a passion about a topic, and who 
deepen their knowledge and expertise in this area by interacting on an ongoing basis. 

 

Asynchronous interaction and collaboration in the ascilite hub has been accompanied by regular synchronous 
gatherings using the web conferencing facility Wimba which incorporates VoIP (Voice over Internet Protocol) 
for natural communication, a limited interactive whiteboard, text chat, and application sharing facilities. This 
KDV�HQDEOHG�&ð03��SDUWLFLSDQWV�WR�VWUXFWXUH�WKHLU�LQWHUDFWLRQV�DFFRUGLQJ�WR�:HQJHU¶V��������FRPELQDWLRQ�RI�
three fundamental Community of Practice elements: 

 

1. A domain of knowledge that creates a common ground and a sense of common identity (builds member 
capacity) 

2. A community of people who care about the domain and create the social fabric of learning (grow a learning 
community) 

3. A shared practice developed to become effective in the domain (innovations are noted by the participants 
and this saves reinventing the wheel) 

 

Communities of Practice should not be confused with project teams, task forces and even regular meetings and 
do not have formal institutional structures or hierarchical leadership. Many of these traditional organisational 
structures do not foster participation as this generates too many questions and raises issues of power and control. 
For this reason, the C²MP rejects meeting-style activity, preferring to refer to any synchronous activity as 
³JDWKHULQJV´��7KH�IRFXV�IRU�DQ\�DFWLYLW\�ZLOO�PRVW�OLNHO\�HPHUJH�from member negotiation and there is continual 
potential for new direction. Active participation and collaborative decision-making is encouraged and members 
may assume different roles with hierarchical, authoritarian management replaced by self-management and 
ownership of work (McDonald & Star, 2008). The community focuses on authentic tasks and activities and 
members are able to share, debate and build expertise within a safe and supportive community.  

 

Evaluation of the program 
 

A contextually appropriate SURFHVV��)LJXUH����DV�DQ�DGDSWDWLRQ�RI�6DOPRQ¶V��������DFWLRQ�UHVHDUFK�IUDPHZRUN�
DQG�5HXVKOH¶V��������UHVHDUFK�IUDPHZRUN�LV�EHLQJ�XVHG�IRU�WKH�HYDOXDWLRQ�RI�WKH�SLORW�� 
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Figure 1: Evaluation process 

Analysis of findings will be conducted in a cyclical way and emerging insights and trends identified will shape 
and refine the focus of the subsequent iterations of the pilot. The evaluation will focus on both the process and 
RXWFRPHV�RI�WKH�SURMHFW��DVVHVVLQJ�WKH�SURJUHVV�RI�WKH�SLORW¶V�DVVRFLDWHG�DFWLYLWLHs and their impact. Questions 
relating to the experience gained by participating, benefits, self-perceived knowledge advancement , support and 
feedback received from mentors and the other community collaborators, perceived value of the discourse and 
lessons learned will be explored and will inform the decisions taken on the future direction and sustainability of 
the C²MP. Indicators of success will be increased domain knowledge, intensity of discussions, reflection on and 
in practice, project progression/completion, publication output and a strong sense of community that provides 
professional support for members. 

 

Because the C²MP is in its early stage, evaluation data, findings and recommendations will be reported upon at a 
later point in time. 

 

Conclusion 
 
Network-enhanced interaction can fulfill some pragmatic human needs at certain points in time by providing 
access, convenience, flexibility, utility, speed, and cost-effectiveness. Anecdotally, it appears that it can provide 
far more than this, as illustrated in this paper. Apart from having access to several experienced colleagues during 
the conduct of the Collaborative Community Mentoring Program, mentees are also able to interact and 
collaborate in a resource rich environment. The Community of Practice three-element structure has been used to 
provide a framework for the regular synchronous gatherings and to ensure that each of the essential elements of 
a Community of Practice model is addressed. This structure also provides some evidence of direction, aiming to 
value add for time poor members and make best use of time committed. Action research is an emergent process 
that takes shape as understanding increases and it is this - the responsiveness to the situation, and the striving for 
real understanding - which supports it as an appropriate process for evaluating the pilot Program. The evolving 
nature of action research provides flexibility to change or adapt C²MP to reflect the emerging data and 
circumstances and its participatory paradigm means that the Program is conducted with the participants, rather 
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than on or about them. 

Even though the pilot has been running for a short period of time, the process is already creating as many 
questions as answers. How might this approach be applied in other contexts? For instance, might it be a solution 
as we face the issue of providing quality supervision to increasing numbers of research and higher degree 
students scattered across the globe? Might the approach be used to provide professional development 
opportunities to dispersed groups of professionals in industry? Although this current work is aiming to articulate 
a model for the provision of collaborative mentoring opportunities for ascilite members, just how generalisable 
this approach will be to other contexts is not yet evident but certainly worth exploring. 
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