Going to Conferences at a Postgrad Student
B.W.Hooker@Reading.ac.uk

1. Why go? (A) You are on the Conference Programme to present a paper or comments on someone else’s paper. (B) The conference will have plenty of material quite close to your doctoral research. (C) The conference will have plenty of people who are likely to be helpful professional contacts, perhaps even prospective hirers. (D) The conference is in a desirable location.

2. If and probably only if you are on the Conference Programme, your department or the University or the AHRC might help pay some of your expenses for the conference. But there are limits on these expenses in each case and over time.

3. The benefits of giving a paper at a conference can be immense. (A) You learn which parts of your paper convince others and which parts don’t. (B) The audience is likely to be quite expert, and thus able to offer you suggestions for how to improve your paper.  (C) Having heard your extended discussion of some topic, some members of the audience might initiate long-term research discussions with you (e.g., via email). (D) A journal or book editor might be in the audience and find your paper so promising that he or she invites you to submit it for publication. (E) You might end up getting invited for a job interview largely because of your impressive presentation.

4. If you are giving a paper, your central focus ought to be to present your material in a way accessible to the audience. Giving a paper that most people don’t understand is a wasted opportunity. You want the audience to understand your paper well enough to be persuaded by it or to be able to tell you exactly where your argument or evidence is lacking. Don’t rush through material. Don’t write or speak in a way difficult to follow. For example, absolutely never use the terms ‘the former’ and ‘the latter’, since these are difficult for listeners really to follow. Be careful to avoid demonstratives (‘this’, ‘that’) and pronouns (‘it’, ‘they’) with ambiguous or otherwise unobvious referents. Think to yourself: my goal is not to impress people, much less to silence everyone. My goals are, first, to present my arguments or evidence in a way that everyone can follow and assess and, then, to learn from them whether my argument or evidence is compelling.

5. Listen hard to the questions and criticisms you get from the audience, and be grateful that people are taking you seriously and engaging with your presentation. Don’t be hostile or defensive. On the one hand, of course if you have a powerful reply to a criticism, use it (but be pleasant with your interlocutor). On the other hand, don’t be afraid to acknowledge the force of some criticism or admit that you don’t know the answer to some question. The audience will be more impressed by your admitting such things than they would be by a weak rebuttal from you.

6. Going to conferences is a professional activity—a context in which you must remember at all times that you are amongst people who might at some point be evaluating you for a job, or considering you for inclusion in a collection of essays, or evaluating your submission to a journal or press, or offering advice to someone else about hiring you. Conferences are not the place to get drunk, go without a bath, fall asleep in sessions, insult people, show off, brag, ‘get too personal’ with people, or duck your turn to buy a round of drinks in the bar. If you think X’s Philosophy Department is terrible, probably better to be very careful who overhears you say this. Try to come home from conferences feeling that you’ve made useful contacts and maybe even some friends, but no enemies!

7. If you are giving a paper at a conference, go to many (if not all) papers. Be interested in other people’s work.
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