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The scripts are available from 
www.conferencesthatwork.com, or can 
be quickly constructed by viewing the 
three screenshots in Figures 23.5–23.7.

You can export the audio from these 
two scripts to iTunes and then transfer 
the audio to an iPod or other music player. 

If you create a set of Roundtable timer 
audio tracks, each using a different 
attendee speaking time, you can use an 
iPod and small portable speakers to pro-
vide timed chimes for your roundtable. 
A set of these audio recordings is also avail-
able on www.conferencesthatwork.com.

FIGURE 23.6  •   FlexTime Roundtable Timer Window 1

FIGURE 23.7  •   FlexTime Roundtable Timer Window 2
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Easily resets to the original countdown times at any point;• 

Makes no noise when being set or reset for the next attendee;• 

Provides pleasant and appropriate warning sounds that can be changed in nature • 

and volume as desired; and

Is easy to use, so that it  doesn’t distract the timekeeper from the roundtable • 

sharing.

The high-end digital timer and the computer-based timer I currently use satisfy these criteria. 

Because you may not have access to either of these, I’ll also outline the older approaches that 

use a watch or two digital timers, and describe a method of roundtable timing using prere-

corded chimes on a digital music player.

A watch with a seconds hand plus manually made warning and “time’s up” sounds. This is the 

 simplest method, but requires the most attention, and so should be given to a conference staff 

member who  doesn’t have a direct interest in the conference topic. As an attendee starts to 

talk, the timekeeper notes the position of the second hand and fi gures out when the two alerts 

should be given. Because the timekeeper must keep looking at her watch, it’s hard for her to 

concentrate on what attendees are saying.

You can use small Tibetan hand cymbals or a struck chime to make the alert sounds. I prefer a 

chime, since it can be sounded with one hand, while the cymbals need two. If you don’t have 

anything available to make a sound, an extrovert timekeeper can usually be found to say 

“beep” or something similar.

Two inexpensive digital timers. You can use two inexpensive digital timers to provide audible 

alerts. Both must have the capability to count down in minutes and seconds (some timers can 

only count down minutes). Timer A is set to count down the time until the fi rst attendee 

warning. Timer B can either be started at the same time as Timer A and count down the full 

attendee time, or it can be set to 30 seconds and started when Timer A sounds. I prefer the 

 second approach, with only one timer running at any moment.

Managing two digital timers is less distracting than using a watch, since once a timekeeper 

sees that a timer is counting down she  doesn’t have to keep checking to see whether an attend-

ee’s time is up. Unfortunately, most digital timers beep annoyingly while being reset and do 

not reset themselves to the original countdown time if they are stopped before the time period 

has expired. This can lead to a lot of distracting beeping whenever an attendee does not use 

his full time.

A multiple event digital timer. There are a number of digital timers that provide timing of 

 multiple events in a  single unit. Most are not well suited to timing a roundtable. Common 

problems include: having to press multiple buttons to start and reset two event timers, a small 
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display, buttons that become unreliable after a short time, and timers that start to count up 

after time is up. One unit that can provide the timing fl exibility needed is the Invisible Clock II 

from the Time Now Corporation. This small unit, which costs about $40, has a countdown 

timer mode that includes alerts that can be set to go off at any time during the countdown. 

Its display is tiny, the unit is very complicated to set up, and it has a limited number of alert 

sounds that it can produce, but it does provide all the timing functionality needed in a com-

pact package.

A computer-based timer. If you have access to a computer, preferably a laptop, you can use it to 

run timing software that provides all the ideal functionality I listed above. There are plenty 

of timer programs available for computers running the Macintosh and Windows operating 

systems, but few provide exactly what we need for roundtable timekeeping. An exception is 

the Macintosh program FlexTime from Red Sweater Software. FlexTime, which costs $18.95 

and can be evaluated for free for 30 days, allows you to quickly create a custom sequence of a 

30-second warning sound and a “time’s up” sound. You can use any sound sources you want 

for the sounds. See the FlexTime sidebar for more details on how to use this program.

I’m not aware of a compar able program for Windows computers. Please contact me if you fi nd 

one (or write one)!

Digital music player and pre-built audio timing recordings. I have used the FlexTime timer to 

create a series of audio tracks, available on www.conferencesthatwork.com, that can be played 

on an iPod or other digital music player through some small portable speakers. This is a con-

venient way to provide correctly timed alerts for your roundtable. If you are using an iPod, 

once you have chosen the correct timing track, I suggest you place it in an On-The-Go playlist 

by itself (highlight the track and press and hold the Select button until the title fl ashes) so you 

don’t play other neighboring tracks by mistake during the roundtable.

Preparing for two simultaneous roundtables

If you have more than 60 attendees, it’s best to hold two simultaneous roundtable sessions. 

Although this means that each attendee will be able to hear directly from just half of the 

attendees, the alternative is either a marathon session lasting three hours or more, or unac-

ceptably abbreviated sharing time for each attendee. Short pre- and post-roundtable pair ses-

sions, as outlined here and described in detail in Chapter 25, allow attendees to gain most of 

the benefi ts of a  single roundtable without being overwhelmed with information.

The ideal setup for running two simultaneous roundtable sessions is to have three rooms, 

one with classroom seating for the whole group, and two each containing a  circle of chairs 

for half the group. If you don’t have this much space available, two rooms will suffi ce but 

you’ll need to move chairs about in the initial room, changing the seating arrangement from 
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classroom to  circle. Don’t hold both roundtables in the same space, no matter how large; it’s 

too distracting.

At the end of the conference welcome and introduction, attendees will still be arranged in 

classroom seating. Use the following outline to prepare for the seating and room changes that 

will be needed.

Once attendees have written their answers to the three questions, explain the • 

 process for two simultaneous roundtables.

Pair up  people from the same organization and remove them from the classroom • 

seating. Have each pair decide who will be in Group One and Two.

Split the remaining group into pairs by counting off “A-B.” If you have movable • 

 seating, the pairs can spread out around the room.

Have pair members share with their buddy their answers to the three roundtable • 

questions (6 minutes).

Have the two roundtable groups, A and B, move to separate rooms with  circle • 

seating.

Hold separate roundtables, during which each attendee adds a very brief summary • 

of their pair buddy’s answers to questions 2 and 3.

Return to the initial room and have the pairs get together again.• 

Have each pair member summarize for their buddy their roundtable’s responses, • 

espe cially those relevant to their buddy’s interests and experience, and share any 

topics of  special interest (8 minutes).

After the roundtable session

The roundtable is usually the longest conference session. When it’s over, attendees need a 

break! If you’re holding a morning roundtable, make sure that refreshments are available 

immediately following the roundtable. Follow an afternoon roundtable with a break and a 

social with appropriate refreshments.

Preparing for peer session sign-up

The timing and location of peer session sign-up are linked. If sign-up is scheduled during a 

conference activity, such as lunch, dinner, or an evening social break, the topic sign-up sheets 

must be posted near the physical location of the session, preferably in the same room or space.

If you’re planning to hold peer session sign-up during an outdoor social, you can use free-

standing notice boards placed close to where  people are gathered. Be prepared to switch to an 

appropriate indoor location if the weather  doesn’t cooperate.
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Decide how you’re going to display the 8.5 × 11 topic sheets. They can be:

thumbtacked to wall-mounted or freestanding notice boards• 

taped to smooth walls• 

laid on tables• 

You’ll need at least fi ve horizontal inches of notice board or ten inches of tabletop width for 

each attendee. This provides space for one topic sheet for each attendee, which is usually 

enough. I prefer to play it safe and put out two sheets for each attendee.

Sign-up tables and notice boards should have at least 10 feet of open space in front of them to 

allow attendees to mingle and see topics easily. With notice boards, pin up two rows of topic 

sheets with the dividing line between them about fi ve feet from the ground so  they’re easily 

accessible. For tables, remove any surrounding chairs and lay out a  single row of sheets around 

the accessible perimeter of the tables.

Put out plenty of pens, at least one for every two attendees. When using notice boards, hang-

ing the pens from strings keeps them conveniently at hand during sign-up.

Preparing for peer sessions

During the site visit you chose four rooms for holding peer sessions. I’ve never needed more 

than four, but, if for some reason you do, you can always use the main roundtable/spective 

space for an additional group. Setting up these spaces for peer sessions is a matter of making 

sure that there’s adequate seating and a blackboard/whiteboard/fl ip chart with appropriate 

working markers. If some of your peer sessions might benefi t from computer, overhead, or 

video projection, set up and test any such equipment that you’ve arranged to have available.

Maintaining a  simple logbook during your 
conference creates a valuable resource if 
attendees decide to repeat the conference 
or you plan to organize more conferences 
in the future. The logbook needn’t be elab-
orate; a  simple ruled notebook will work 
just fi ne. For each conference, paste in the 
conference schedule, and note session 

 timings, protocols and procedures used, 
problems, ideas for improvements, and 
what worked, what  didn’t, and why. Some-
how, my memories of such things fade 
faster than I anticipate, and my conference 
logbook provides me a way to capture 
fl eet ing, and often, in retrospect, impor-
tant learnings for later review.

Keeping a conference logbook
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Set up the initial peer session room seating to encourage discussion. Use chairs set in a  circle 

or rounded square, or around one or more tables in the  middle of the room. If a peer session is 

a presentation or panel, attendees can always rearrange their chairs to support this format.

Also fi gure out where you’ll post peer session schedules once  they’ve been established. Posting 

locations should include the door of each peer session room, plus refreshment and other gath-

ering areas where attendees may want to know which session is being held in which room.

Steering committee pre-conference meal

The steering committee pre-conference meal—dinner the night before for a morning-start 

conference, or lunch on the day of an afternoon-start conference—is a time for steering com-

mittee members to enjoy good food, drink, and conversation while making any last-minute 

arrangements and decisions. Take everyone out to the nicest place your budget can afford. 

This pre-conference time is one of the few perks you can offer steering committee members. 

Providing a fi ne meal in pleasant surroundings and good company is small compensation for 

all the preparatory work and tasks your committee will perform during the conference.

The conference coordinator should create an informal agenda. During the meal:

Confi rm that everyone understands their conference jobs, and that all jobs have • 

 people assigned. In particular, determine who will greet incoming attendees at 

on-site registration.

Decide whether you’ll use a volunteer to start your roundtable session(s), to provide • 

a good model for attendees to follow.

Make any last-minute practical arrangements.• 

Ask and answer any outstanding questions.• 

Remind committee members who are facilitating and convening sessions of the • 

importance of starting and keeping the conference on schedule.

Relax and have fun!• 
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