To: 
Annual Meeting Review Committee

Fr:
Joan Tronto

Re:
Some Views of former Program Committee Chairs

Da:
29 March 2006

1.  I’m looking forward to seeing most of you tomorrow, and starting our work on Friday.  I sent an agenda a few weeks ago, let me know if you would like to make any changes to it.  Since I haven’t heard from anyone yet about it, this is probably how we will proceed.

2.  Please do review all the good materials that Rob and the National Office have already collected for us.

3.  I sent the following email to all of the Program Committee Chairs from the past 20 years on March 24.

Below you will see the responses I’ve received.

Dear All,
>
>I am writing to you in my capacity as chair of the APSA Annual Meeting
>Review Committee. The Committee will meet for the first time next Friday.
>I am writing to you because you have served as Chair or Co-Chair of the
>Annual Meeting during the past twenty years.
>
>The Committee will undoubtedly come back to ask you for some more systematic
>ideas about the Annual Meeting in the near future. But I wanted to contact
>all of you before we met for the first time.
>
>As the people who have had to make the Annual Meeting "work," you are
>probably in the best position to know if there are any obvious problems or
>concerns about the Annual Meeting that the committee should be sure to
>address. So my question for now is: is there anything that we should know
>as we begin to set our agenda to do a systematic review of the Annual
>Meeting?
>
>I will happily receive any ideas or questions you have and pass them on to
>the Committee before we meet next week. At any time in the next months,
>though, feel free to contact me if you have questions, concerns, or issues
>that you would like to address to this committee.
>
>Thanks.

From Nelson Polsby:

Dear Prof Tronto, In my time the one thing that I thought needed fixing 
was the lack of integration with the organized sections. So to much uproar 
I gave organized sections panels to play with. Now its common practice and 
nobody seems to mind. In general I think the annual meeting does its job 
pretty well. Most of what's wrong with it , e.g. it's too big, can't really 
be fixed. Thanks for asking. Best regards, Nelson

From James Alt:

Hi Joan,

I'm sure and your committee already know what (I believe) you would hear

most:  too many ill-attended, mediocre panels. But that is an old story and we know the causes, so I won't belabor it.

I think there have been some tremendous achievements since 1997 in terms of successfully implementing online papers and program, which make the Annual Meeting much more of a resource for the profession than just the four days. If I were Chair today, I would push as hard as I could to build on that by integrating the online program with conference center software. 

This is just one of many ways to make the program more "liveable" and transparent and less confusing, so that for example an aging participant like me could

Walk up to a touch screen

Search for the name of someone giving a paper, like "Fiorina"

Either find out you got the time wrong, or you get the panel number and a button that says "Where is it?"

By pressing the Where button, get directions from your current location to the location of the panel.

This could currently be done, in modern hotels, and is certainly not more 

than a few years away, so we should be building towards it now.

Good luck with the review!

From Henry Brady:

Thanks for your note.  The first thing to mention is that the APSA staff are just terrific at making the annual meeting work.

The second thing is that I think it works pretty well in some respects, but there is a major intellectual question, I think.  

APSA has always allowed anyone who wanted to make a presentation to submit a proposal.  This has the virtues of making sure that nobody feels left out and of providing the maximum opportunity for new work to get included in the program.  At the same time, since proposals typically consist of just abstracts at most, it means that those deciding what to include have to make judgments based upon very little information.   In the last twenty years, graduate students have realized that by writing a good abstract, they could get onto the program and then have something to add to their resume.  As a result, there is now a large number of graduate student presentations.   Now these are sometimes very good presentations, but on average I fear that they are less good than what we would get from more senior scholars.  (This is an empirical question for which some information would be useful.  This is just my strong impression.  Not necessarily a fact.)  The result is that the meetings feel "thin" to me -- it is hard to find a uniformly good panel.  (Another, related, problem is that we load up panels with so many paper presentations that getting any discussion is almost impossible given time constraints.)  

Now other associations do this quite differently:  The American Economic Association really focuses on senior scholars and their work.  I'm not sure I would want to go completely in that direction, but is there some way we could get better overall quality in our panels at APSA?  At the moment, I think of other gatherings as the place where I really can get good feedback on my work and where I really learn from other scholars. APSA is just a place where I go to see everybody and to perhaps find a few useful panels.  

Now I don't want to present this too bleakly, there are still lots of good presentations at APSA meetings; they are just interspersed with less good presentations.  

Good luck in your deliberations.  

Best Regards,  Henry Brady 

From Rick Vallely:

Dear Joan:

The main problem is intractable: more people apply for a paper or panel slot than can be given one, and some number of people, because they are interesting and visible, end up with two, or if they get on one of the presidential panels, three slots.  So there is distributive injustice at some margin that the decentralized programming inevitably generates.  I'm not really sure what can be done about this given the volunteer nature of the programming work among the chairs and the section chairs.

On the plus side, I cannot say enough good things about the APSA stuff.  They are extraordinarily helpful and courteous, and always finding creative ways to fix problems.

best,

Rick

PS  I'll try to send interesting specifics later if they occur to me.

From Peter Gourevitch:

The biggest problem is avoiding conflicts of similar panels meeting at the same time, across different subgroups, but this seems very hard to do:    also finding space for all who want to present, getting stuff in on time, etc.
best wishes
From Anne Norton:

I will try to give more thought to this, but there is one Annual Meeting feature that I can immediately say needs to be reconsidered: the plenaries.  those done by the sections tend to govern themselves, but those done by the Association present many problems.  Most importantly, it is extraordinarily difficult to get people to come: speakers and audience, both.  Sufficiently prestigious speakers are difficult to schedule, cancel out at the last minute, and still fail to attract big crowds.  audiences are hard to get because people use those times to network, meet friends (or collapse). neither Atul nor I had attended one before we had to organize them. Jack Knight and I have also spoken about the desirability of dispensing with these.  SO I would urge you to put that on the agenda.

Anne

From Matthew Holden:

Dear Professor Tronto:

Yes.  The centrifugal forces have taken full control.  There is a need for some meetings that link the multitude of sub-sub-field papers that now show up.

Though I did not put it in "Annual Meeting" language see my 1999 address on "The Competence of Political Science" and the distinction between political science as an intellectual realm and political science as an organizational realm.

Thanks for the inquiry,

From Jane Mansbridge:

Things are quite different now, with the Organized Sections producing most of the chairs of Sections (I think…
[she expressed a concern about the diversity of section chair leaders, and about diversity in the association’s leadership positions…]



