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MODERATOR ROLES AND RESPONSIBILITIES

· Develop and post electronic list (e-list, electronic forum, “listserv”) rules, guidelines or “netiquette” for participation/response as soon as possible. Revise, over time as needed.

· Identify relevant, accurate, current, and comprehensive information to post to the e-list

· Stimulate discussion

· Provide technical assistance to list subscribers, including assisting in subscribing to and un-subscribing from the list

· Deal effectively with subscribers whose postings violate the list rules; for example, contact participants privately to explain why a message has not been posted, or to reiterate or explain list rules or “netiquette.”

· Refer e-list subscribers to other e-lists which may be of interest

· Arrange for and advertise the participation of “guest speakers.”

· Identify an alternate or substitute moderator for times when you cannot carry out these responsibilities (away from the office, on vacation, etc.)

MODERATOR QUALIFICATIONS

· A working knowledge of the field, including practical, hands-on experience and knowledge of various types of programs (family, workplace, ESL, etc.) literacy program planning, instructional design, implementation, and evaluation.  

· Knowledge of policy developments and how they relate to practice.

· An awareness of current needs and interests in the field and strategies for assessing them.

· Creativity -- having ideas for developing an interactive discussion forum.

· Knowledge of other relevant e-lists (e.g. the NIFL LINCS E-lists) for cross-posting information.

· Ability and willingness to communicate effectively on the list, and through individual exchanges via e-mail or telephone, as needed.

· For moderated lists, willingness to screen all messages before posting them.

· For all lists, willingness to check postings regularly, for active lists daily.

TIPS & TROUBLESHOOTING

1. How can I stimulate conversation on my e-list? 

a) Provide positive responses online or by private e-mail to those who post useful information, ask good questions, stimulate discussion.  Encourage your best posters.

b) Quote or summarize an article from a newspaper, newsletter, magazine or journal, or a conference presentation, and ask for reactions. Post a discussion-generating quote that elicits comments/opinions rather than solutions or answers.
c) Ask, “What are the implications of….”

d) Post several questions, instead of just one, related to a topic.

e) Comment on a post in order to draw out discussion on the topic (e.g. “Can you share with us how xyz applies specifically to…..?”)

f) Request ideas on “how” to do something, for example, how to use technology in the classroom effectively, how to stimulate students to read on their own, etc.

g) Raise a controversial topic. Controversial topics get people to participate, but also may raise the likelihood of inappropriate posts.  Controversial topics need to be carefully monitored and participants may need individual or all-list reminders to follow list guidelines/netiquette and/or to stay on focus.  

h) Search e-list archives and bring back old topics — or topics from other e-lists — which are pertinent to your e-list.

i) Ask how practitioners deal with persistent practical problems such as: teaching in a multilevel classroom; retention; project-based learning; how to implement authentic assessment; dealing with racism, ethnocentricism, and homophobia when they emerge in the classroom; and how to take advantage of professional development opportunities.

j) Invite a guest speaker to participate on the e-list for a limited period of time, for example one week. Announce this in advance and ask e-list participants to post their questions to the guest before this week begins. Book/author discussion: announce in advance that a particular book will be discussed on the e-list and that its author (or authors) will join you online for a day or two. Give participants enough time in advance to read the book. Post a compelling passage or review for those who aren’t able to read whole book; provide opportunity for participants to discuss without the author as well as with the author.
“ I  pose questions — usually ones I am interested in myself — often growing out of a recent conversation or workshop or newspaper article or piece of research I have read. Sometimes I also pose an answer to the question — sometimes not too well thought out answers are best — and ask what others think about the question and the answer. Doing this one time is not enough. With a new, or small list, or one where there has been little activity a moderator needs to prime the pump a few times to get the conversation flowing.” 

– David J. Rosen, NLA List Moderator
k) Encourage “reluctant/timid?” participants to send comments/questions to moderators for anonymous posting

l) Specifically ask for others to comment
m) There may be a collection of articles or documents on the Web, e.g. a LINCS special collection, which corresponds to the focus of your list, e.g. NIFL’s technology special collection.  Point people to a document there to read and then discuss it on your e-list.
n) Announce/highlight when a “new” activity will be tried on list. Outline clearly what participation will mean (you need to buy/borrow a book, etc.)
2. How do I deal with “down time” on my list?

Following are suggestions from NIFL LINCS E-list moderators on using “downtime” on your list:

a) Announce grant deadlines

b) Announce conferences

c) Discuss recent publications

d) Bring up a subject that in the past has elicited a lot of responses

e) Ask a colleague (off-list) to post a question to the e-list

f) Keep a “downtime” message ideas folder. Throughout the year you may have ideas for stimulating messages. Write these up immediately but save them for when you need them.

g) Think of yourself as a discussion leader. What would you do if a class got quiet? How would you stimulate discussion in the class, or in a reading group or study group? Call on someone (by private e-mail or phone) to contribute that great idea s/he was talking about the other day. Introduce a new aspect of the topic. Dig deeper in the current topic with your questions. Raise a question that no one knows the answer to and ask how someone might go about finding the answer (what research is available, what research is needed).

3. When should I use “guest speakers” and how do I organize this? 
There are a variety of ways for a guest speaker to participate. Before selecting a method, consider your guest speaker’s needs and the size of the list. For example, if you have a rather large list that generates a lot of messages, your guest speaker may not wish to subscribe and have to deal with unrelated e-mails. Here are three models that you might consider:

a) You can post a detailed introduction about the guest and then give list members a few weeks to come up with questions and post them on the list. As moderator you can collect and organize the questions and e-mail them to the guest speaker, giving him some time (two or three weeks, for example) to compose replies. You then post all of the replies to the list and encourage the list to follow up with discussion.

b) Another model is to have a guest subscribe herself to the list for a designated period of time (one or two weeks). This allows the guest to participate in a less structured, continuous conversation.

c) A third model, used in spring 2003 for example on the NIFL-Technology list, is to post the online address of a guest’s article or study, ask the subscribers to read it, and then set aside a time – a week for example – when the author(s) subscribe to the list and receive and reply to questions about the article.

http://www.nifl.gov/nifl-technology/2003/0108.html
Regardless of the model make sure the subscribers and the guest speaker are clear on how participation will work, and what the focus is or isn’t. You might also post messages before the discussion begins with online references to relevant article or other resources which would help participants understand the guest’s work and point of view.

You might want to look at the following examples of Preparing Guest Speaker Threads

1) Equipped for the Future List (EFF) 

http://www.nifl.gov/lincs/discussions/nifl-4eff/equipped_for_future.html
2) NIFL-Family

http://www.nifl.gov/lincs/discussions/nifl-family/family_literacy.html
3) NIFL Women

http://www.nifl.gov/lincs/discussions/nifl-womenlit/women_literacy.html
4) NIFL-Workplace

http://www.nifl.gov/lincs/discussions/nifl-workplace/workplace_literacy.html
Ideas for finding guest speakers:

· Post a message to your list asking for recommendations of guests 

· Search the literature (using LINCS Search, for example) for a topic and then see who publishes on this topic.

· Ask colleagues
4. How does a moderator deal with offensive (e.g. obscene or threatening) messages: 

· Establish clear guidelines which make this behavior out of bounds

· Do not post the message or (in the case of an automated e-list) remove the message or related messages from the list archives.

· Unsubscribe the poster of the message or (in the case of a moderated list) do not allow him to post further messages.

5. How does a moderator deal with controversial, inappropriate messages or with difficult participants?

This is one of the challenges of being a list moderator. There are many ways to deal with this issue; moderators have to deal with each situation on a case-by-case basis. Following are some suggestions:

a) Send a notice to the e-list reminding everyone about the e-list guidelines or netiquette. This should be a carefully written statement commenting on what the limitations of written communication are and the underlying reasons for guidelines or netiquette.

b) Send a private e-mail to the message poster.

c) If this is a continual problem, change the e-list from an automated to moderated one, possibly for a specific amount of time.  (See below.)

Comments on this issue from National Institute for Literacy (NIFL) E- list Moderators:

“In my experience moderating, most times, if you gently call someone on netiquette-related issues, they will think twice before sending another inappropriate message.”

“If there is an element of attempted humor in the comment, it leads me to feel more “lenient” than with obviously vicious comments.”

“As for sending a private e-mail to the person, it’s a judgment call. If it’s a person who habitually ignores the netiquette, then I will send them a message. If not, I usually choose to let it go.”

“I’ve written to folks off-list about habitual personal replies on the list, and got accused of “slapping wrists”.  I guess that goes with being a moderator.”

6. Is it best to have a moderated or an automated list?

On a moderated e-list all messages must first be approved by the moderator before being posted to the list. In an automated e-list, messages are posted automatically.

There are advantages and disadvantages to having a moderated list. The main advantage is that it prevents subscribers from getting “garbage” (spam, administrative requests, mistakenly sent private e-mail, etc.) from the list. The main disadvantage is the additional work for the moderator; every message has to be reviewed before being approved for posting. Also, some subscribers may view this review/approval as censorship.

It takes under 30 seconds to post a message. But, it takes more time if you take the extra step of alerting a subscriber that a personal e-mail has been mis-sent to the list, and asking that s/he send it to the intended person, if you subscribe or unsubscribe a person asking assistance with this, or if you explain that a message which violates list netiquette cannot be posted. 

Comments from NIFL LINCS e-list moderators

“All in all, I think it’s worth having a moderated list to avoid inconvenience, annoyance and embarrassment for subscribers.”

“ [an advantage is the] gratitude of those who by mistake sent a personal message to the entire list”
7. What should I do if a message is bounced back to the list and re-posted again and again?

Occasionally a message can be bounced back to the list instead of the list administrator causing the list to re-post it…again and again and again. Within hours, each subscriber can receive hundreds of copies of the same message. This is known as a “recursive phenomenon”. 

The only way to stop it, is to unsubscribe the person who posted the message. This problem is only experienced on un-moderated lists.

8.  Should I allow jokes to be posted to the e-list? 
     The policy for the NIFL discussion lists is that subscribers may not post jokes.

9. I have a large number of people who respond to me personally and don’t feel comfortable having their posts shared with the group. What can I do about this?

You can send an e-mail to the person and ask if you may re-post their message to the list. Usually, once asked, the subscriber agrees to let you post to the list. It may help to say to the individual that you think their response to you is really important and would it be okay to forward it to the entire list. You may want to follow up with a  “thank you e-mail” to folks once they do post to the list after having written to you personally.

However, you may come across subscribers who don’t feel comfortable posting to the list. They may feel more secure having you post it for them and leaving out their name or affiliation.

10. When “discussion” is limited to myself and one other participant, should this be done through a private exchange?

If the discussion is on-topic for the list then it is probably appropriate. If the discussion is off-topic or of little interest to the rest of the list then it should be conducted as private e-mail.

11. How can I increase the number of subscribers on my list?

a) If your organization has a Web site, try to place a link to the list subscription page on it.

b) Publicize the e-list in print publications of your organization.

c) Publicize your new list on other e-lists

12. Other Tips:

a) Urge participants to identify, up front in the header the type/character of message (and possibly length) e.g. NLA Info:, NLA Action:, NLA Question: etc.

b) Urge participants in their headers to use meaningful message headers such as “More multilevel classroom tips” or “Funding resources for family literacy,” instead of the more vague “resources” or “more” or “agreed” .  Remember that the list may be archived and that people who search the archive by subject appreciate having key words such as “policy,” “classroom methods” “learning disabilities” in the message header.
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