
Bum Raps: Daydreams of a Weary Conferencer 
The wont wnkrrncc I have m U y  

4mndedwaBinFrana. Althoughlhcsubject 
was 'amununlcations,' almost all of the 

~emalned sitting, spoke with their 
nands ova their mouth, and did not use visual 
lids. 

~ o r t u ~ k l y ,  I had a good book handy (rule 
11 for confmmr anendance). But 1 stnrted 
4aydrramlng about how to improve the wn- 
erena orperience. Why do talks have to be 
wring and sessions be both tedious and 
ushed? Why do I leave most sesrdons feeling I 
lave wasted most of my time7 One hit out of 
3urisasmedjcueinconfnrnacsesrdonaa6it 
sinbaseball. Weneedtocfrangehowwe 
vfpnize mdemnces and prrsmt papers. 

(1) Con@mu~ Ogmrirm Should Lknumd 
'rrprrs in Ad-. At the least. they should 
nake as a condition of padidpation that the 
weenter submit a summary of about five 
-ages. This improves the odds that the 
waker will not insult and bore the audience 
y being unpqared. I am tired of folk, 
.mwing disorganized material at me when I 
.ave made an effofl to attend and hear them. 
4y most honible exprience was a famous 
eynote speaker who rambled on for 45 min- 
tes and disappeared the next day without 
ttending a conference session. 

Some might object that demanding papers 
i advance would derraa from casualness and 
mntaneity. But if speakerscannot bat out 
ve-page summaries of what they are going to 
iy, they are rude to ask people to give up 
me, energy and money to listen to them. By 
mtrast to many sociological amfenmcw, the 
mputer sdentists with whom I am collabo- 
~ting must submit papers in advance to a pro- 
am committee. Their quality is a6 good as 
~rs and so Is their informal discusion At the 
ast, the pmgram should Identify the talk, 
h m  the authors did not subdt  papers or 
~mmaries in advance. 

(2) Wlongc Paprs in Adam0 among Pn- 
,ntm If each paper-piver knew what the 0th- 
s In the session were going to say, they could 
sefully d e r  to each othefs ideas when they 
mke and wrote. They could transform a ses- 
on from a disconnected series of a p a p s  
110 a more-integrated whole. It takes a little 
.ark but the payoff in coherence would be 
orth it. Right now, papers that should be in 
~alogue just go past each ocher on parallel 
-a&. 

(3) Inrist that Pnm*rs hm Somcfhing to 
g One of the most horrible experiences was 
oaring a doctoral student speak vaguely 
rout the rrsearch he mlght do m e d a y  if he 
,ergot m u n d  to writing a thesis proposal. 1 
as chaIrlng the session, and I got so mad at 
s waste of the audience's time that 1 told him 
e would be happy to entertain questions at a 
hue conference when he had aaumplkhed 
)mething. Another disaster was when a fac- 
ty m e m b ~  p m t e d  a conaeptual scheme 
ith 25 variables and 86 amnvs connecting 
em. 'What should I study AR17' he plain- 
~e ly  asked in condualon 

I wme to uderenoep to find out what oth- 
.shave found out, the techniques they used, 
id the W c a l  ideas assodated with 
xornplishing their Rseareh UnlsJ it is an 
novative or mega-project, I do not want to 
ten to a paper about something that might 
done in the future. 1 know that graduate 
 dents lhhk their thexs a~important - this 
a necessary sustaining myth to gct through a 
storal program. Students can - and should - 
%t a lot of informal advice at wnfmces. 
~taconkenceisnottheplaatoputthe 
dence to sleep with an con- 
otual acheme. 
(4) Slrurd and M w .  A good indicator that 

alkwillbeboringiswhenthespeaker 
maim sitting down In many cases, thla indi- 
t r ,  that the speakma do not thhk that they 
.ve anything intcRsting to say. In other 

-, the spakas M Ealklng to please them- 
selves rather than to canmunlcate with the31 
audiences. Why should I Usten7 

When people stand, they talk from the dia- 
phragm. They use body language and engage 
the audience's visual attention They project 
more brafully and talk more interestingly. 

(5) T i  Don't Rmd. Speakers should tell a 
paper like a story. Resenting a paper ls an 
oral/aural medium; teading a wrltten-out 
paper word-for-word ignores the usefulness 
of lalking face-bface. When people mad 
their papers, they usually fall into a boring, 
singsong hythm. In the audience, my brain 
waves fall into a trance where nothing pene- 
hates. Only Richard Burton or- h m a s  
wuld make reading out loud interesting. The 
rest of us should speak from notes. if people 
Insist on reading their papers, then I pRkr 
that they just hand mecopies. I can read them 
by myself more quickly and comfortably. 

A paper must be presented actively, using 
verbal cues and seleclivity to emphasii the 
high-lights of the story line. I cannot remem- 
ber the details anyway; they will be waiting 
for me in the written text. When you a~ tell- 
ing a paper, you = doing jazz Improvise; do 
not read the score! 

(6) Paprs Should b Sem m well rv Hmrd. 
Speakers should use transpsrrncies (or slides 
or handouts) wen if only to give outlines of 
their papers. Visual messages improve wgd- 
tion by actively engaging multiple mses. 
Otherwise, listeners will default to passive 
auditory withdrawal. Some people receive 
information aurally and same visually. When 
speakers use transparencies, the audience gets 
information from both. Projecting an outline 
early in the talk gives the audience a sense of 
the structure of an argument. Speakers 
should also project a final summary. A paper 
is not a magical mystery tow. An audiene 
understands better if it lolows where the 
speaker is going and where the talk has taken 
them. 

Data should be up there in lights. But do 
not just photocopy a large table - pick out the 
interesting stuff, ignore the detail, and throw 
it up in large readable type - at least 15 poinl 
in size. The most horrible tansparemy I ever 
saw was when someone projected a spread- 
sheet of 50 rows by 100 columns. His whole 
talk consisted of waving at unreadable lines 
on the screen. He never erplained what was 
up there, a common failing when people am 
too much detail into a transparency. 

The more that you engage the audience the 
better. Try to develop ways of p i n g  beyond 
just giving the audience a momlogue. You 
might ask them for questions or advlce. In 
one case, my wlfe and I had an audience mov- 
ing throughout our 'talk" in order for them to 
learn kinesthetically how body language 
affects pemption of social suppotl. 

(7) Poinfm on Pointing. How do you get 
your audience to see what you see in the 
traMpa1enaes7 Too many p-ten, hyn 

their backs on the audience and commune 
with the acreen, transfixed by the beauty of 
what they have wrought. They may wen 
wave their hands at the sueen in a lame effort 
to show the audience something. Yet all the 
audience sees is a large, dark silhouette of 
their anns. 

It is better to face the audience and use the 
tip of a pen to point at the transparency Itself. 
If you want tofacethesneen.useastpinkss- 
steel teleswping pointer. It does the same 
thing but allows you to stand further from the 
screen. Engineers and arehitcds use such 
pointers fortheir million-dollar presmlations. 
L i e  Greek worry-beads, they also arc a nice 
paafier for nervous hands while you m lalk- 
ing. If you are rich, you can be iike Luke Sky- 
walker and buy a laser lightbeam pointer for a 
few hundred dollars. It is just the hething for 
pointing from a distance to largcaaecn slide 
shows. May the brae be with you! 

( 9 H m r L a g n P q m .  Thlsistheldea 

about which I am the most ambivalent. When 
apaperisboringwrpraythat thespalvrwill 
finish sooh But how many times have p a p  
been butchered by compression to ten or 
twenty minutes7 The problem is m- 
pounded when lazy or inexperienced speak- 
em spend fifteen minutes on their 
Inhodudion, x, that their more in-g 
findings gct aqueezed incohmtly into the 
Iasl five mlnutes. 

My dream is to hear p a p  in which the 
speakers say thoughlful things in relaxed, 
intriguing ways. Such -thing mom will 
indude significant dialogue with the audience 
Instead of speakers doggedly plowing 
through their points, hoping to beat the 
dock 1 would guess the general optimum 
would be between twenty-five and forty min- 
utes, induding discussion. Why not Umit to 
ten minutes those p-tem who have not 
submitted a paper or outline in advance? 
Their thoughts will be x, disorganized it 
would be painful to listen longer. And we 
ought to give special kudos to those speakers 
who say what they need to in a shorter time - 
and sit down. 

(9) Hrmr a  Discusion rrfer Ermy Pcrpr. 
Next time you are listening to the last speaker 
in a session, try to member  what the h t  
speakers said. It is almost impossible to do. 
You are either too exated by the final speaker 
or have been put to sleep by another boring 
paper. Inevitably. when questions are held to 
the end of a session, almost all questions go to 
the last speaker. The rest of us just sit there, 
smile bravely, and feel frustrated that the 
work we have spent so much time doing is 
being totally ignored. MOR frequent altema- 
tion between paper-giving and question-ask- 
ing will enliven the m y t h  of the session and 
move it away from being a drone. 

(10) C h i n  Should b Aciiw ParficipmLp. 
Too often, session chairs seem like bored 
announcers Ustlessly intoning, The  next 
speaker is ...' If a chair looks bored, an audi- 
ence will pick up his/her cues. The chair 
should always be ready to ask the first ques- 
tions. This would be a good time to set the 
norm of asking engaged, but not chopping, 
questions. If the audience is still quiet, then 
the chair should ask the other speakers in the 
session to amunent. This will reawakem the 
audiene to continue the game. 1 have seen 
chairs at humanities c o n f ~ e n a  do this well. 
The result is informal discussion that is often 
more lively and informative than the paper 
itself. 

One caution: Choose with care what you 
say and to whom you say it. At a -t net- 
work analysis confemIce, I waved a sign in 
front of a speaker 'Only five more minutes." 
The speaker stared at me and said forcefnlly, 
"AR you Wdding7" As she is my wife, she 
spoke as long as she wanted. 

(11) Cct Audimca Oflof77vir Bums. Fitness 
experts agree that people should not sit for 
more than an hour or so. Tht body hurts; 
attention lags. It is nice to give everyone a 
stretch in the mlddle. The time wlll not be 
wasted because peopIewill listen m a t  alertly. 
If you combine this with a coffee break then 
you will have more infond chat -the key to 
goodconferenoff. 

(12) Krrp Sessions Short. There is more time 
to chat in the hallways when seuionslast only 
an hour and a halt instead of the normal two 
hours. We will have more tightly-foeuscd ses- 
sions rather than pb-bags of scarcely-linked 
papers. Those who are too polite to walk out 
in the rniddte of a session will be able to move 
to a session that interests them more. Jane 
Jacobs pointed out in The Death and Llfe of 
Great American Cities that short block5 make 
livelier The point holds here too. 

Note that laking my advice to have shorter 
sessions and longer papers means that more 
ressions may be needed to gct all the papers 
In. Howeve& them may not be as many 
papersif--d-dingpaprs 

In advance. 
(14) i(erl, IDIS of N a - k i o n  Tm. Most 

people enjoy and profit from informal incac- 
tiom more than from formal papers. If we con- 
dder the papers we pment as brief 
advertisements of our work (like teams in an 
intellectual striptease), then we can discuar 
i n fon~Uy their deep meaning and details. 
That is when people can ask faused. pointed 
questions, and when we arc more M y  to let 
our hair down and admit unceatainty. 1 would 
like to see shorter sessions but more time 
between sessions. 

The Sunbelt Soda1 Network ConfemIce, a 
most serious conference, does a wonderful job 
of promoting informal interaction. Its cardinal 
rule is not to have any sessions -but lots of 
discussion -during peak tanning hours. 

For m e n u l i o d  Confcren~ 

(15) Pqmr Many Admnor Copies ofdl 
Paprs. At a recent Parisconference, there were 
dear dhrisions h e m  franwphones and 
anglophones. (The Americans and the Fmch, 
in that order, were the most unihgual partid- 
pants.) People who could only listen in one 
language daydreamed when the other was 
spoken. This showed in the questions: Only 
francophones asked questions about papers 
presented in Fmch. The reverse was true for 
anglophones. 

Howwer, many people read a foreign lan- 
guage better than they understand (often- 
rapid) speech in that language. They will have 
less trouble following a speaker lf they have a 
text in front of them. Even if the speaker does 
not m d  from the text, the order and key 
points will be similar. P~par ing papers in 
advance will go a long way towards compre- 
hension. 

The international trend now is to use 
English throughout wnkiences. Even some of 
the French partiapants at the Pariscdemvx 
gave their papers in English Indeed, a new 
dialect is fonnhg, "Euro-English," which pe~% 
ple with different native languages use to 
wmmunlcate with one another. 

There is a danger that the spread of English 
in conferences may give native English speak- 
ers the illusion that dl they say is pe+ctly 
understood. Yet many speakers mumble or 
speak rapidly when they get exated giving 
their papers. So wen if the conference lan- 
guage is English, printed texts of papers are 
appreciated and often necessary. 

(16) Use Bilingual or Cross-hnguuge l h ? ~  
pmncrrs. At the Pads conferene, one speaker 
(fmn Gemany) gave his talk in Engiish but 
labelled his outline and tables in Fmch. He 
was truly a master of canmunication.The 
anglophones could follow the speech, while 
the unilingual francophones got the gist of it 
Uuough the transparencies. Althoughhahf 
lating the text of a paper is a big job, it is often 
easy and cheap to hanslate a few table cap  
tions. F a  one thing, there is less need to 
worry about syntax. 

(16) Comrnuhlr. Don't .%$infife. I have 
been reflecting about my Fmch conkrrnce 
experience. Why did those spakm sIt tha2 
mumbling into their hands7 I believe that 
they did not cam about communicating. Their 
interest was only in impming  themselves 
with the beauty of their own p m .  

Too often, people give papers as if t h y  
were lalking only for themselves. In their 
quest for self- ptlfication, they forget t h y  
have an audience, and they do not take into 
amount who that audience is. Yet giving a 
paper at a conference is a cruaal way to am- 
municate to a large proportion of thnsc who 
are inreresled in your work We may have 
more listeners to our talk. than we will have 
readers of our published papers. We will cer- 
tainly have gotten our messages across sooner. 
A published paper should be the  MI, 'offi- 
cial' notice of what those active in the field 
should have learned much earlier 6mn amk- 
ences and working papers. The confamce 
talk should be whem the adion bat! 0 


