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Facilitator and Note-taker Responsibilities

September 5, 2006

Part One: Facilitators

Since TLSC has no designated leaders, everyone should know how to facilitate a meeting.  Of course, some people are better at it than others, and some people like it more than others, but by distributing these responsibilities we make sure that no individual or clique takes control of our group processes.  And by learning the skills involved in facilitation, we all become more effective organizers and activists.
The main role of the facilitator is to keep discussion inclusive and focused, and to help us get through everything we want to deal with in the time limits we set for ourselves.  The facilitator’s role is not to control or dominate the discussion.  Usually it’s best to pick a facilitator who doesn’t have much to say about the day’s business, or who is at least willing to stand back.
Here is a list of the facilitator’s major responsibilities:

Make sure everyone knows what’s up.  If there are people who don’t know about an item on the agenda, the facilitator should ask for an introduction to the issue before discussion begins.
Make sure everyone is able to speak.  To keep particularly forward or excitable people from dominating the discussion, the facilitator will call on people to speak.  If a number of people have their hands up at the same time, the facilitator will take a “stack,” a list of people’s names in the order they get to speak.  In general, the stack can only be interrupted by the facilitator (or the note taker if they need clarification or extra time).  There are three exceptions.  If someone has important information (e.g. that will help us get through the issue faster), they can indicate that they have a “point of information.”  If someone doesn’t understand what’s going on in the conversation, they can ask for clarification.  And if there’s a serious problem with the process (the facilitator isn’t doing their job, everyone’s bored, the males in the room are being macho assholes), then someone can indicate that there’s a “process breakdown” that should be dealt with immediately.
Keep discussion focused.  Obviously, if we have an agenda and people are talking about something other than the item at hand, the facilitator needs to say something.  There are also other problems with focus that can come up, though: for instance, talking endlessly about details that can be settled later (this happens a lot when you get a bunch of TLSC veterans in a room), or taking a long time to elaborate on a point that doesn’t need elaboration.  The facilitator should gently suggest that we concentrate on the central issue at hand.
Guide the group to a consensus.  This can be tricky, and often it’s not necessary.  But if a lot of people have stuff to say about an issue, it’s the facilitator’s job to help move the discussion to a decision.  Once it seems like most major concerns about the issue have been voiced, the facilitator can try to summarize what’s been said and ask if anyone has anything else to add.  If no one has anything else, then the facilitator should ask for a proposal.  They should then ask for concerns about the proposal or suggested changes.  Once these have all been settled, the facilitator should ask for a consensus.  If no one blocks, then we can move on to the details of how to put the decision into action.  Otherwise, we try to amend the proposal to be acceptable to everyone.  If it does not look like this can be done in the time we have, the facilitator can suggest that we move to the next item in the agenda, with some means for working out the problem later (e.g. volunteers can try to draw up an acceptable proposal later on, and bring it to the next meeting).
Keep the meeting on schedule.  The facilitator needs to pay careful attention to the clock.  Every item on the agenda is going to have a time limit, and it’s the facilitator’s job to let people know how much time is left on an item.  Sometimes the group will decide to change the agenda if more time is needed.
Pay attention to the mood in the room.  Our meetings typically last one hour, which can feel like a long time.  If a meeting needs to last even longer, people get very bored.  It’s helpful for the facilitator to keep an eye on people’s body language, and check in with folks if it seems like there’s a problem (“Do we need to have a break?”  “Is everyone doing alright?”)  Not everyone is assertive about their needs, so checking in gives quieter people an opportunity to speak up.
*          *          *

Part Two: Recorder
Anyone can take notes at a meeting for their own amusement and/or sanity, but it’s important to have a designated note-taker who will be responsible for conveying essential information about the meeting.  Just like facilitator, everyone can and should be a recorder.  You don’t have to write everything down.  Here’s what a recorder is responsible for:
Group decisions.  Of course the note-taker needs to record every decision that the group makes together.  These should be easy to notice: if there’s a proposal and a consensus, then the recorder should write down exactly what our consensus is.
Group discussion.  The recorder should try to keep track of the major concerns that people raise about items on the agenda.  It takes a little practice to sort out the essential issues, but if everyone is doing their best to make their contributions clear, it shouldn’t be too hard.
Commitments.  There are always a lot of responsibilities that people volunteer for at meetings, and the note-taker needs to record it every time someone says they’ll do something.  This is not just to help the person who volunteers remember about it (which is important), but also to help us hold each other accountable, and to make sure that tasks get taken care of if the original volunteer can’t get to them.  Along with what someone agrees to do, it’s helpful to write down when they say they’ll have it done by.  When you type up the minutes, it’s best to write these out separately instead of buried among everything else.
Posting.  The recorder’s notes should be typed up coherently and posted to the listserv within twenty-four hours of the meeting.
