
 
 
 

 

 

SUGGESTIONS TO CONVENERS 
 
The first Penrose Conference was held in 1969.  Since that time many conferences have been held, 
most of them very successfully and some...not so successfully.  A body of experience has accumulated 
about the dynamics of holding a conference. 
 
Penrose Conferences are not intended to be miniature GSA symposia.  They are more in the nature of 
seminars, and many teachers observe that organizing a good seminar is as difficult as...and perhaps 
more difficult than...preparing a lecture.  The following suggestions have been distilled from the letters 
and reports of past conveners and questionnaires returned by participants of previous Penrose 
Conferences.  They are offered with the hope that future conveners may find them useful and are not 
intended as rigid guidelines. 
 
It is implicit that the conveners have thoroughly read and understand the Penrose Conference General 
Rules and Guidelines.  If the co-sponsor has guidelines, and if they are available, a copy should be 
submitted with the proposal.  It is the responsibility of the conveners to check those guidelines for 
compatibility with the GSA rules and guidelines. 
 
 
Before the Conference 
 
In cooperation with the GSA professional meeting coordinator (PMC), conveners should select and 
arrange for the meeting site.  Contract negotiations with vendors should be conducted only by the GSA 
PMC and not by conveners.  Vendors must not receive conflicting information from multiple sources 
about the plans and requirements for the conference, and they must not become confused about who 
has final authority over conference logistics.  Also, the GSA PMC brings professional expertise to the 
negotiation process that a convener is unlikely to duplicate.  Throughout the planning and running of 
the conference, it is vital that conveners remain in close communication with the GSA PMC and that 
conveners understand how conference responsibilities are divided between them and the GSA PMC. 
 
The selection of participants is critical to any Penrose Conference and to a significant degree 
predetermines its chances for success.  Letters to participants should explicitly state that acceptance of 
the invitation signifies an intent to stay through the entire meeting, including field trips if offered.  
Multinational participation enhances some conferences and is essential for others.  

 
The conveners of each Penrose Conference have the option, if they desire, to publish the proceedings 
of the conference, including abstracts as appropriate, with the first right of refusal of this publication to 
be given to GSA.  If the convener plans to publish from the inception, meeting participants must be 
notified whether or not proceedings or abstracts will be published. 
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Conveners should aggressively pursue opportunities for support of foreign travel from institutions 
other than GSA.  Conveners should plan for the participation of graduate students who can contribute 
to and benefit from the conference.  Most are glad to assist with chores such as running errands, 
projectors, etc., in exchange for a reduced registration fee. 
 
Conveners should contact their key speakers well in advance of the conference.  It is important to get 
commitments from these people as early as possible.  Although most of us are eager to present the 
results of our own latest research, it is helpful if someone is designated to stand back and give instead 
an overview of the field.  The conveners may or may not choose to do this themselves.  If they ask one 
or more of their key speakers to present a review, it is appropriate for them to suggest an outline of the 
major issues to be discussed. 
 
Applicants should be made to understand that not everyone attending a Penrose Conference is 
expected to give a paper.  Contributions made by presenting posters or simply by taking part in the 
discussions are at least as valuable. 
 
In planning a Penrose Conference, care must be taken not to overstructure the meeting.  Many past 
conveners have found it wise to schedule no more than two formal sessions per day.  Afternoon or 
evening meetings may be reserved for discussion alone without presentation of papers.  If evening 
meetings are scheduled, plan on ending them by 10:00 p.m.  Fatigue and lack of time for discussions 
are the most commonly heard complaints about Penrose Conferences, and many participants welcome 
a half day or an evening off. 
 
It is impossible to recommend a format appropriate for every Penrose Conference.  The range in 
subject matter is too great: some topics are best treated by panel discussions; others are best covered 
by a succession of speakers.  If necessary, conveners may modify the format in mid-course.  But 
whatever the format, the emphasis at a Penrose Conference is on discussion and not on presentation as 
at conventions.  Some past conveners have scheduled half or even more of the time for periods of 
discussion. 
 
Mount posters in a separate room and designate times to examine them.  Try to make the poster 
sessions as informal as possible.  Generally the number of posters exceeds the capacity of the walls, 
and they have to be changed during the meeting.  It is wise to have extra tape or pins on hand.  Check 
with the hotel/meeting venue beforehand about the availability of wall space. 
 
Participants of Penrose Conferences should be encouraged to bring pre-prints and reprints for display 
in a meeting room.  A helpful device at some conferences has been to have participants list one or two 
of their papers germane to the topic of the conference.   
 
 
This provides a useful and up-to-date bibliography which, if desired, may be requested and mailed to 
participants in advance of the conference.  
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In scheduling field trips, consider the optimum time: pre-meeting to set the stage for later discussions, 
or during the meeting to consolidate particular points already introduced.  Plan to start early in the day, 
so that participants can return to the conference site at a reasonable hour.  Food-service people do not 
appreciate unscheduled late arrivals, especially of large groups.  Field trips during the meeting may 
provide a welcome break from days in a meeting room, but field trips following a meeting often are 
not well-attended, as participants may feel "saturated" and anxious to be on their way.  Optional field 
trips should be discouraged, but if field trips are scheduled, all should be expected to participate. 
 
 
Starting the Conference 
 
Before the overview of the subject is presented, conveners should state the ground rules of the 
conference, including intent to publish. 
 
Penrose Conferences are informal.  Long introductions before presentations and applause after them 
are out of place.  
 
The conveners should remind participants that material presented at a Penrose Conference is 
confidential unless conveners have made it clear to participants that proceedings will be published.  
Reference, quotation, or reproduction in any form is allowed only with the permission of the author.  
Notes may be taken, but cameras and recording devices are not to be used in the meeting rooms or at 
poster sessions.  Proprietary data should not be left unattended. 
 
Some Penrose Conferences have dealt with subject matter much in the public eye, and therefore, the 
press has been interested.  To keep a spirit of lively, informal discussion, direct participation by the 
press is not permitted. 
 
 
During the Conference 
 
Encourage the speakers to stick with the theme of the conference.  Individual reports of research 
accomplished may be appropriate, but they are not the primary purpose of a Penrose Conference.  
Speakers should be made to stay within their allotments of time.  Penrose Conferences are supposed to 
be informal with discussions and presentations blended, and scheduling need not be as tight as at 
conventions, but nevertheless, control is necessary. 
 
  
The job of chairing a Penrose session is difficult, calling for a few of the arts of a cheerleader and 
many of the talents of a sergeant major.  The chairman of a session will need a timer and must be 
prepared to stop speakers, for long-winded presentations drastically shorten the time for discussions.  
Debate when stimulating should be permitted to continue, but not to the extent of totally eliminating 
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the time of a later speaker.  The chairman has the difficult task of encouraging free-wheeling debate 
and still maintaining some semblance of orderanda schedule.  Robert F. Legget's chapter on "The 
Gentle Art of Chairmanship" in his book, Committees, A Working Guide, directly applies to 
conferences if the word "session" is substituted for "committee." 
 
Many past conveners and participants have suggested a format of five-minute papers with only one or 
two slides, followed by a period of structured discussion.  Certainly, long presentations of data are 
more appropriate for posters.  Time at the podium is better used for presenting outrageous ideas, 
contrary views, or perceptive insights, depending upon the point of view. 
 
At every meeting there will be some participants, who have brought a few slides and would like a few 
moments to present their data.  Conveners should beware, for in the past many of these impromptu 
papers have gone on for inordinate amounts of time.  Before the presentation, if allowed at all, 
agreement should be reached about the time required, and the contract should be honored. 
 
It may be necessary for conveners or a timekeeper to end a discussion before all have made their point.  
For those who are interested, an extra discussion period may be scheduled for one of the break periods.  
Normally, however, breaks should be honored as important parts of the meeting. 
 
Ending the Conference 
 
Almost all conferences have used a synthesizer to summarize the results of the meeting.  The summary 
should acknowledge divergent as well as convergent opinions.  If different disciplines are present, it 
may be helpful to have multiple syntheses, yet the presentations and discussions should be attended by 
all.  Even here, time should be allowed for comments on the summing up. 
 
Many Penrose Conferences have resulted in symposia at section and annual GSA meetings, which 
provide a useful vehicle for presenting the results to the larger geologic community. 
 
All participants should be given a list of addresses of their fellow participants. The contacts made at 
Penrose Conferences are one of the best things about them!! 
 
 
* * * * * 
Revised 30 January 2015 
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