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seem a bit cheesy today for those
who haven’t literally grown up
with the idea of avatars, a more
advanced version of this system
may be the future of chatting.
Although video is great for
friends and family, strangers
usually prefer to meet in more
anonymous terms. With an
avatar, the user is in control of
his or her entire appearance. The
blocky, obviously artificial con-
structs of today’s low-band-
width graphics will give way to
increasingly photo-realistic
avatars of the future. Do you
fancy Frank Sinatra? You’ll
probably be able to look like him
in the chat room of tomorrow. (For more
information on avatars, see the next article in
this section.)

■ Seeking Chat. For now, it’s good to focus
on the keyboard rather than Ol’ Blue Eyes. The
first task for anyone hankering to speak out is

finding a place in which to do it. Chat rooms
have proliferated in recent years, as simple soft-
ware has made it easy for amateur Web masters
to add chat areas to whatever page they like.
There aren’t really enough interested chatters to
fill up all these spaces, but communities can
crop up in unlikely places. 

Start your search for a chat
room by looking around the
Web pages you already know.
You can start at large sites,
such as Yahoo! (http://chat
.yahoo.com), or smaller top-
specific sites, such as Cyber-
diet (http://live.cyberdiet
.com/vchat/chat). If there is a
site you check out on a regular
basis, see if it hosts an active
chat spot. The more out-of-
the-way the spot, the fewer
people might show up to talk. 
On the plus side, such a site
should see fewer disruptions
by people who are more 
interested in drawing atten-

tion to themselves than focusing on the topic
at hand. 

One way larger chat sites stay on top of
things is to monitor their rooms. A chat room
monitor will enforce room rules and kick out
users abusing the service. Monitors become
critical at sites catering to children. The

Yahoo! runs a panoply of chat rooms, including voice chat areas. Don’t expect
room after room of erudite conversation, however.

F aster than e-mail, cheaper than the tele-
phone, online chat gives Internet users a

way to communicate with each other across the
miles. Even though every chat program is differ-
ent, most chat screens include the same main
features. 

After logging into a chat room, users type
what they want to say with the input field (A).
What you type, along with what everyone else
types, shows up in the main chat window (B).
The main window also typically displays mes-
sages relating to who is coming and going from
the room. Instructions specific to a room might
also appear here. 

You can often find a participant list (C) to the
side of the chat window. Here, you'll see the
screen names of everyone presently using the
room. Many room residents will be typing in
messages, but some might simply lurk off to the side, exercising their right to remain silent. Depending on the
program, there might also be a few command buttons scattered about the screen (D). These program functions
might bring up room lists, block specific users from communicating with you, or call up profiles of other chatters.
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rough-and-tumble nature of most chat rooms
should not automatically make you ban all
chatting by children—school-aged kids can
potentially get a lot out of talking with others
in their age group from around the country
and even the world. The trick is to find an
appropriate site.

One of the best kids-oriented chat sites is
FreeZone Chat (http://chat.freezone.com).
Chat rooms are only open during hours
when the site’s Chat Jockeys can monitor the
conversations. A list of rules is posted at the
entrance to the chat rooms; the rules are
designed to keep the chat as kid-safe as pos-
sible, and those who violate the rules are
quickly tossed out. Another site to try is Chat
Family (http://www.chatfamily.com), where
the folks aim to have the “cleanest” chat serv-
er on the Internet. As with FreeZone, trained
administrators moderate the chat rooms. 

Of course, kids—and adults, for that mat-
ter—should remember never to give out any
personal information in a chat room. A pub-
lic Internet space is not a good spot to reveal
real names, addresses, schools, phone num-

bers, credit card numbers, and similar identi-
fying data.

■ Chatting Up. When you find a chat room
that looks promising, step in. The exact
workings of a particular chat room vary,
depending on how it was set up. At most
Web-based chat sites, though, users must
first sign up for an ID and password. After
signing on, you can pick through the differ-
ent rooms and enter one that looks interest-
ing. Typically, walking into a new room is
simply a matter of clicking a few links.  

When you enter a room, you’ll probably see
your screen name in a list off to the side along
with the screen names of the room’s other
inhabitants. The main window will show the
scrolling text chat. Depending on the room’s
activity, comments might be few and far
between or fast and furious. 

To add your own message, look for a small
box next to a “Send” or similarly marked but-
ton. Type a sentence or two and press ENTER.
Your comment should appear in the main
screen next to your screen name. 

There’s not a lot more to learn. Some chat
areas have special buttons that let you block out
the comments of certain chatters. Oftentimes
you can accomplish this by clicking the offend-
ing screen name and looking for the appropri-
ate command in some new menu or dialog box.
It may also be possible to invite another chatter
to a smaller room that is far from the crowd. 

The most difficult part of chatting is deci-
phering what everyone means. Oftentimes,
frequent chatters use a shorthand language of
acronyms that can take some getting used to.
Many chatting sites include online dictionaries
for the newbies, and any friendly chatter
worth knowing will explain what these
strange acronyms mean if you ask.

As you traipse through chat rooms, you’ll
eventually gain the ability to quickly size up a
room and decide whether it’s worth your time
to participate in the chat. Useful chat, text or
otherwise, does exist, but it can take some
time to find.

by Alan Phelps

The server then forwards the message via the
Internet to everyone "inside" the same chat room.
The server ultimately controls who is in a room, and
if something happens to the server, the whole room
goes offline. 

Chat applications
work by relying on a
central server to coor-
dinate messages.
When you type in a
message, your chat
program sends it to
the chat provider's
server, usually over
the many intercon-
nected routes that
make up the Internet.

Internet Service
Provider
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