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After many chats as a participant, workshop leader and chat host, I have gathered a set of golden rules, things that work and helpful tips. These together have evolved over a period of time and have made moderated chats a far more productive interchange of ideas and conversations, with threads that are easy to follow and follow up.

I was motivated to put pen to paper, after a particularly effective chat with Marg Lloyd, lecturer QUT, who was a guest mentor with one of my courses. This article is an amalgamation of many good ideas from a number of sources.
Golden rules regarding -  preparation
Every chat needs to be well prepared, well in advance. The participants should to be aware of the purpose of the chat, be able to research the topic before the chat and understand the protocols to be used during the chat. Expanding on this, the topic of the chat is listed on a noticeboard, in an email, or whatever method of communication the group uses. Thus the participants of the chat are given the necessary background information and asked to reflect on the question/s or topic, so that the chat can flow and the best outcome can be attained. One strategy here is for the participants to prepare questions for the guest or responses to the topic in advance, and then copy and paste them into the posting window, when they have the floor, thus saving time.
It is a good idea to set up the chat room early in the week prior to the event and email the URL and details regarding password, times etc to all involved. I invite everyone to test the links and password a few days before the chat. I also invite participants to arrive early, as I open the chat room a good half hour before the scheduled commencement time. Using this strategy we solve any technical issues and have a social chat, which develops our sense of community, which is so important. This community building aspect is further enhanced by everyone having shared info regarding themselves on their web pages, including a photo, prior to the chat.
Golden rules regarding - moderation
Each chat needs to have a moderator, who organises the chat, takes the active role of chairing the chat, indicates who has the floor, checks to ensure everyone has a turn and ensures that the protocols are adhered to.  Asking participants to agree to a set of protocols really works. Attention to detail is vital. It is most useful to have an assistant who can manage those who interrupt, etc.
Useful protocols and symbols
1. All introductions are limited to one line. Remind participants that there is no need to say Hi as people enter the chat, that’s obvious from the inset window and disrupts the flow of the conversation.  The social pre-chat covers this well.
2. The purpose and agenda of the chat is re-stated and the guest is introduced.

3. The person who has the floor uses one line posts …..  indicating that there is more to come with  …… and concluding with a #. This ensures that there is a flow, not dead silence. It also gives everyone a chance to evaluate the unfolding point of view.
4. If a person has the floor, no-one interrupts, but they may ….
5. Type a ! if they have a comment they wish to make
6. A ? indicates that they have a question they wish to ask.
7. All chatters must wait to be acknowledged before they take the floor, by the holder of the floor or the moderator
8. If a participant wishes to ask a particular person a question, they name that person, add a ? and wait to be acknowledged.
9. Stick to the topic, any side conversation is firmly discouraged.

10. Close the official chat at the specified time

A strategy needs to be followed to ensure that nothing is left out, be it copy and paste to another window, a checklist, pen and paper, a list of participants and tally marks etc
The moderator must keep a note of  the ! and ?  to ensure that these people get  the floor and can participate. This necessitates a very close monitoring of the chat.
Ensure that all are asked to contribute, by flagging that each person will be asked, then give the floor to each one by naming them in a predefined order. No nasty surprises.
A useful strategy to speed up posts is for participants who wish to respond, make a comment or raise a question, is to have this typed ready, so they can just post it when given the floor.

The moderator needs to keep an eye on the conversation and time to ensure that the topic is covered and that each participant has the time to make concluding remarks.

The moderator must have strategies for ensuring the protocols are adhered, these may include a quick general reminder of agreed protocols without naming, a direct reminder, a whisper directly to the non-compliant chatter, and finally if nothing else works, asks the person to leave, whisper of course.
Golden rules regarding - post-chat
 A log of the chat should be posted to a forum, discussion list or distributed by email, so that the conversation can continue. This allows people to reflect on the chat and add their considered responses. It also provides opportunities for those who missed the chat to read the conversation and add their comments etc.  If the protocols are adhered to, the log is much easier to follow and encourages continued responses and reflections.

The chat room can be left open for people to socialise after the event if they so choose. This gives all an opportunity to chat, without the constraint of moderation.

It is obvious from the above that multi-threaded conversations are not encouraged, in this form of chat. Free form chats are great for personal interaction, community building, games, brainstorming and introduction to the genre and skills of chatting. Chats with a specific purpose or with a guest, need to be managed skilfully, to ensure that the interaction is of the highest quality and achieves the goals set.
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Symbols


!        if you wish to make a comment


?     if you wish to ask a question


…     to indicate that you have not finished your point …


#       indicates the end of your post


…>   you need to leave the room for a moment


<…  you have returned











