Conferences
Participation in local, regional, national and even international conferences is a crucial part of training as a historian.  They are a site in which work-in-progress is tested and recently completed but not yet published work is showcased.  Conferences are also good places to hone your verbal skills and to meet interesting people in the profession.  They also, however, take a great deal of time and are often expensive, so selectivity is crucial.  Since they are also places in which professional reputations are, in part, made, it is also important not to present work too early.
I.  Basic Issues

When to go?

1. Unless a conference is in Chicago you should not think about attending during your first two years in graduate school.  (And even conferences in Chicago must take second-place to getting your own work done.)  Until you have passed your language requirements, written your seminar papers, completed your course work and passed your oral examinations, your focus must be on that part of your training.  Taking time during the academic year to travel to a conference simply makes no sense. Seminar papers are not usually sufficiently original or significant to justify presentation at a conference.  If they are you may be sure that the faculty will suggest it.

2. Once you are at work on your dissertation proposal it may be useful to go to a conference to hear what others are doing.  It is not appropriate to present work as preliminary as that represented by a proposal unless it is in a forum created for that purpose.

3. It is around your fifth year – after you have completed significant research on your dissertation and have started to write – that you should start seriously thinking about conference participation.  Conference participation will bring you helpful feedback on the dissertation from colleagues other than those at Chicago and it is good preparation for the job market.

How many?

1. One conference per quarter is a reasonable maximum, although the calendar may not work out that way.

 
Which conferences? 
See below.


How to fund participation?

1. The Department has some funding for participation conferences

2. Some conferences have grants for graduate students – look for them.

3. The AHA and other organizations also have grants for graduate student travel to conferences.

4. Virtually all invitation-only and many CFP-based conferences will cover your expenses. 
When/how to organize one yourself?
A number of units on campus have funding for student-initiated (with faculty sponsorship) conferences.  A partial list includes:

--The Franke Institute

--The Chicago France Center

--The Nicholson Center
--The Center for Gender Studies
--The Center for Race, Politics, and Culture

Organizing a conference is a very valuable experience.  It is also very time-consuming and stressful.  The deeper you are into your own work, the more valuable it’s likely to be and the clearer you’ll be on what you want out of it.  It is also very helpful to have attended at least a few conferences as a participant so you have an idea of what style appeals to you and the possible pitfalls.  It is, therefore, most appropriate to wait until you are at least ABD, and preferably until you have seriously engaged your dissertation. It is, finally, much more fun and easier to do this with at least one other person. 

Once you have decided to organize a conference, consult first with the relevant faculty – who will be the faculty sponsors – and then with the unit to which you want to apply for funding.  Do not initiate a conference application without substantial consultation with the faculty whose help you will need in constructing the proposal, deciding on format and invitation procedures, planning the event, and assuring its successful outcome. 
II. Kinds of Conferences outside the University of Chicago

Conferences fall into three categories:

1. Regular (most often but not always annual) conferences of professional organizations.  The vast majority of presentations are the result of applications for complete panels.

2. One-time conferences that put out Call-For-Papers through email and print publications.  All, some or a few presentations are the selected through the CFP.  There may also be invited speakers.

3. One-time conferences by invitation only.

This guideline is concerned, for obvious reasons, only with the first two and primarily the first.

REGULAR CONFERENCES
General Notes
--Start keeping a list (with bibliography and home institution) of people whose work interests you. You’ll find this very helpful when it comes time to find speakers and/or commentators.
--Note in specialized journals, email lists, and Perspectives of the AHA, conferences of potential relevance to you. Ask faculty and more advanced students what conferences they find interesting.
--Possible examples:

AHA

Social Science History Association

Organization of American Historians

French History Society

German Studies Association

French Colonial History Society

Berkshire conference on the History of women

Jewish Studies Association

Russian Studies

East Asian Studies Meetings

--Note:  Given transportation, housing, food, and registration fees these conferences can be very expensive.  Be sure that you investigate all the funding options.
Organizing conference panels:
1) Decide which conference you want to apply for. Check earlier programs of that conference and note the kinds of panels that have been accepted in the past. (Composition, subject, time-frame, discipline) 

2) Start organizing your panel 6 months before the deadline for applications. (Many senior people get asked early and often – your chance of getting them on your panel is much better if you ask early.)
3) If it’s an option, always submit a full panel rather than an isolated paper. The acceptance rate for panels is much higher.

4)  Identify 10 possible paper givers and 5 possible chair/comments. Rank them. Start inviting them according to your list. Do not, of course, ask more than three people to give papers or more than one to do a comment until you’ve heard back

5) You generally need three papers, a commentator and a chair. (Chair and comment can be the same, although it’s better if they’re not.)  It is often important to have both women and men. It is ideal not to have more than two people from the same institution.  It is good to have a mix of grad students and faculty.

6) How to choose a chair/comment?  Neither the chair nor the commentator should be a fellow graduate student or a faculty member from the University of Chicago who is on your committee.  It is often easier to persuade people to chair or comment if the conference is happening in their home city that year.

7) When you hear that your panel has been accepted (or rejected) contact your fellow panelists.

8) When the notice for registration comes out, forward it to your fellow panelists.

9) Six weeks before the conference, get back in touch with everyone, remind them of the date and time of the conference, of how much time they have to speak, and that they should get their papers and copies of their cv to the commentator at least two weeks before the conference (or earlier if specified by the guidelines).

10)  Two weeks before the conference double-check with the commentator that the papers have all arrived. If they haven’t, remind the authors. Write to everyone and plan a time for a coffee, drink, lunch or whatever for informal discussion after the panel.

11) After the conference. Write to everyone to thank them for their participation.

-- Remember that you as the organizer bear the ultimate responsibility for the panel.

Things to do if you are on a panel
1) Get everything to the panel organizer on time.

2) Be sure you know precisely how much time you have to speak.

3) At least a month before the conference write a draft of the paper.

4) Rehearse the paper out loud several times. Fix awkwardnesses, and cut if too long.  Never have more than 10 double spaced pages for a twenty minute intervention and if you have images, graphs, or maps you need to have less text. Do NOT think that you can read faster than that.
5) GET THE PAPER TO THE COMMENTATOR ON TIME and send the actual paper you will read – not the dissertation chapter that will eventually become the talk.

6) Send a copy of the paper to your fellow panelists.
7) Take careful notes of the comments and questions at the panel and transcribe them as soon as possible. 
8) Write a note to the commentator thanking them for their comments.

ONE-TIME CONFERENCES
Responding to Calls-for-Papers (CFPs)

1. Keep a check on email lists for interesting CFPs.

2. If you see one, consult with your advisor about the whether or not to apply.

3. Follow the guidelines closely as you write your proposal.

4. Ask a faculty member to read your proposal before you send it—conference proposals like those for grants have their own logics and experience is useful. 

If your paper is accepted

1. Be pleased.

2. Check the finances – will your transportation and housing be covered? If not, look for other sources.

3. Make sure to meet the deadline for paper submission (if there is one).
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