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What exactly are academic conferences, anyway? 
At one level, academic conferences are meetings for academics to present their work in a face-to-
face venue that permits feedback, questions, and constructive criticism. On another level, they 
are so much more. PhD/post-doc/faculty positions are offered, ideas are hatched, professional 
partnerships and research collaborations are forged, new projects are inspired, and professional 
colleagues are transformed into friends. If you have even the slightest interest in joining the 
ranks of academia or contributing to research in the future, you should attend conferences. 
 
What types of conferences are there? 
Most academic conferences are categorized geographically by regional, national, or international 
scale of attendance. Regional conferences tend to be smaller and encourage participation and 
presentations by (under)graduate students and novice researchers, and provide ample 
opportunities for networking on a personal level. Some conferences are targeted towards, or only 
open to, graduate students, while others are mainly open only to established researchers in 
faculty positions. Some academic conferences have a narrow sub-disciplinary or interdisciplinary 
focus. Others are oriented towards policy or industry with significant representation by 
government, NGO, or private-sector participants. Smaller conferences have a more intimate feel 
and many believe that it is easier to meet new colleagues from a variety of places and research 
backgrounds. By the end of a conference with only twenty or thirty participants, each participant 
should get to know every other participant by name and understand something about their work 
by the end of the meeting.  
 
Contrasting with these smaller or more specialized conferences are the higher-profile, national 
and international conferences with correspondingly higher fee structures. Some of these (e.g. the 
annual meetings of the Canadian Association of Geographers or Association of American 
Geographers) accept almost any reasonable abstract for a 15 minute paper presentation, provided 
the presenter pays the registration fee. Some academic conferences (notably in Computer 
Science) have a more competitive abstract submission and review process in which the number 
of papers accepted for presentation is limited. Just having a paper accepted for presentation at 
such a meeting is a significant achievement. Big national and international meetings may have 
thousands of participants and offer the opportunity to rub shoulders with some of the best known 
scholars and most published researchers in the discipline. Every subfield will be represented but 
one must plan ahead to meet the right people among the thousands of academics swarming 
through crowded hotel lobbies. But that said, some of the most interesting, enriching, and lasting 
encounters may be with people that you did not plan to meet and would not have encountered 
were it not for the serendipity that academic meetings encourage. 
 
As a graduate student, it's a good idea to attend as many types of conferences as funding allows 
so you can get a handle on how the academic world works. It should be noted that some 



conferences are virtual and take place on-line, which can be a great opportunity to participate in 
a conference without having to spend money on travel and accommodations. 
 
What "type" is the 2013 WDCAG and why should I go? 
The 2013 WDCAG is the 55th Annual Meeting of the Western Division of the Canadian 
Association of Geographers and is open to any scholar or interested person in the region who 
identifies as a “geographer” – physical, human, or GIScience. With an attendance ranging from 
150-300 participants, it is a mid-sized conference geared mainly to geographers in Alberta, 
British Columbia, and the Yukon. Graduate and Undergraduate student participation is 
encouraged, as is student attendance. If you have never presented at an academic conference, this 
would be a great first opportunity. You will meet fellow (under)graduate students from all over 
western Canada and a variety of geography faculty members who will be eager to discuss your 
research in addition to their own. The WDCAG is great for networking in a relaxed professional 
atmosphere and to get feedback on your research. You can also take an idea/presentation for a 
“test-drive” before presenting at a larger, more intense conference. At the very least, you will get 
exposure to the theories, methodologies, and hot topics from the up-and-coming graduate 
students in your discipline while meeting your peers and future colleagues! 
 
Traditionally, the abstracts submitted for presentation at the WDCAG are not peer reviewed for 
acceptance or rejection or edited for formatting and clarity. Any reasonable abstract will be 
accepted and become a part of the program, subject only to the payment of the registration fee. 
Please be sure to follow the detailed instructions for submitting abstracts.  
 
How can I afford to attend a conference? 
Students can cover the costs of conferences such as the WDCAG 2013 in various ways: 
 
Submit an abstract for a presentation and apply for funding 
Many departments, graduate societies, student unions, and even conference organizers provide 
financial support for graduate students who are presenting. Ask your supervisor, chair, or senior 
grad students for advice on funding opportunities. 
 
Travel cheaply 
If a group of students from your department are going to the same meeting together, share and 
split the cost of hotel/hostel rooms. Some departments subsidize the cost of group travel to 
regional conferences (e.g. borrowing a department or university van, carpooling), and some 
conference organizers arrange for free 'homestay' accommodation among students. You can 
always try out other 'homestay' accommodations at your own risk. For example: 
http://www.globalfreeloaders.com  
http://www.hospitalityclub.org  
http://www.couchsurfing.org  
http://www.airbnb.com 
 
Sometimes, people at conferences go out to eat at pricey restaurants; don’t be afraid to suggest a 
less expensive alternative. Again, ask your chair or other attending faculty, fellow students or the 
conference organizers for advice. 
 



What can I expect at the WDCAG? 
The WDCAG traditionally consists of two days of planned activities. Events get under way with 
an “icebreaker” on Thursday night and field trips are organized on Friday during the day for 
those who arrive in time. Just about everyone plans to arrive in time to attend the keynote 
speaker's address on the Friday evening which is followed by a reception and after that people 
may go out for a late supper. There will be a poster session and several concurrent sessions of 
oral paper presentations on Saturday, the main day of the conference. It is up to you to decide 
which ones you want to attend based on your interests and specialties. Some people make a point 
of attending one or more sessions in which they have little expertise in order to broaden and 
enrich their professional competence. Being a professional geographer means having breadth 
across the subdisciplines of your field and conferences provide a fun way of doing that. The 
meeting traditionally concludes with a banquet, good fellowship and if you are lucky, you may 
see your mentors busting a few moves on the dance floor.  
 
The Friday fieldtrips provide an excellent opportunity for conversation among attendees. Do not 
feel reticent about registering for and attending a field trip even if you are attending the 
conference on your own; there are sure to be others in the same situation. In fact, field trips offer 
a great way to meet other people and make plans to attend conference events together. Take the 
plunge! Register for a field trip and enrich your experience of the landscape of Southern Alberta. 

 
Other opportunities to socialize and add to your professional contacts include the icebreaker 
event on Thursday evening, the reception after the keynote on Friday evening, and at the 
banquet. Many conference attendees eat meals during and after the conference together in 
smaller, informal groups. Use this as an opportunity to meet new people. The Scavenger Hunt 
tradition will continue at WDCAG 2013. This is a fun way to learn about the geography of your 
host city, to get to know other students in a relaxed setting, and to collect points on behalf of 
your alma mater. 
 
What is an abstract? 
Whether you opt to present a paper or a poster, you must submit an abstract in order to present 
your work at an academic conference. An abstract is a summary of your paper or poster 
presentation that includes the title and your name and address. Most presenters write these on 
their word processors and then copy and paste into the conference software. The summary 
includes a concise statement of the goal of the research (you might prefer to think in terms of a 
research question or a thesis statement), a brief statement of the theory, the study site, the data 
collection technique, analytical methods, and a conclusive statement that explains the outcome of 
the process.  
 
Abstracts are typically prepared in response to a “Call for papers” which is basically an 
invitation to anyone who may be interested in attending the conference.  The length of abstracts 
varies, but 250 words has traditionally been the limit for the WDCAG. The details and 
specifications for abstracts are usually provided on a link that is included with the call for papers. 
 



What is the difference between a paper and a poster presentation? 
Poster sessions take place in big open spaces where there is lots of room for a long row of easels 
where you will be assigned a space to pin up your poster. The poster itself is a large sheet of 
paper (4 x 3 ft. or 122 × 91 cm in the case of the WDCAG) containing a summary of a research 
project and relevant graphs/photos/maps/diagrams. Posters are typically prepared using 
PowerPoint or similar software, and printed in colour on a large format plotter. The skills 
required to lay out an effective poster are growing increasingly important as a communications 
tool, just as important as oral presentation skills. Poster presenters do not give a formal 
presentation. Instead, you will attend a “poster session” where you will stand next to your poster 
and answer questions from people passing by. Usually, your poster is left hanging for some time 
before and after the poster session so that others may view it at their leisure. Be sure to include 
an e-mail address so that interested readers can contact you. 
 
A “paper” is a 20-minute presentation in which you present and discuss a research project orally 
to an audience. When you submit an abstract for a paper presentation at the WDCAG 2013, you 
are not required to submit a complete journal-style paper. Typically, you will be scheduled to 
present during a thematically organized session with two or three other presentations. Paper 
sessions will be scheduled in fully equipped classrooms with a PC equipped with MS-
PowerPoint, integrated sound system, data projector, screen and whiteboard. An overhead 
projector is typically available as well.  
 
The vast majority of presenters choose to use PowerPoint and bring their presentation on a USB 
flash drive. Presenters are well advised to get to their session rooms ten minutes early so they can 
then meet the Chair of the session and a local student who will copy all of the presenters’ PPT 
files on to the classroom computer’s desktop.  If your presentation absolutely requires the use of 
your own notebook computer, hookups will be available for sound, video and AC power. 
  
Some presenters read their papers from a prepared manuscript; this is the more traditional style 
that tends to be used by geographers who follow the humanities intellectual tradition (e.g. 
historical geography, philosophy of geographic thought). If used at all, their PowerPoint slides 
will be confined to graphics that they change to illustrate points as they read them.  More 
commonly, presenters extemporize, telling the audience about their work more informally, 
glancing at notes to stay on track, and speaking to their PowerPoint presentations which tend to 
have a mixture of textual bullet charts and graphics of various kinds. This kind of presentation 
tends to be favoured by geographers following the scientific and social scientific style of inquiry. 
 
After each presentation, there will be time for questions from the audience. To allow time for 
this, WDCAG presentations are typically planned to last 15 minutes with 5 minutes left over for 
questions and discussion. If you go over the fifteen minutes allotted for your presentation, the 
question period will be correspondingly reduced in length. 
 
At the WDCAG, the paper sessions are typically chaired by a faculty member or senior graduate 
student who will help you get your presentation up on the classroom computer, introduce each 
speaker to the audience, indicate the passage of time, and act to conclude the paper if the 
presenter goes overtime.  The Chair is also responsible for decorum during the question period 
and decides when it is time to move on to the next speaker.   



Paper or poster, which is right for me? 
Ask your supervisor and discuss this with your colleagues. For those who love to tell a story and 
for material that is well suited to an oral description, a paper presentation is probably your best 
bet. Papers are well suited to abstract theory or chronicles of events that are best conveyed in a 
sequential narrative format. 
 
Posters are growing increasingly popular in medical/scientific/engineering venues where there 
are thousands of delegates and no time to hear everyone. A single map, graph or photo may 
capture the essence of your research concept and in such a case this can be featured on your 
poster. Posters are efficient for those who are there to learn from research, those who can simply 
walk past all of the topics that are not of interest and spend time only on those which are relevant 
to their concerns. As a poster presenter you may feel like a bit of a wallflower as people walk up, 
look at your title, smile politely, and hurry past to the next poster without saying a word. But 
eventually one hopes that the right person will come by, their face will light up, and suddenly 
there is a meeting of minds. Pure gold. Poster sessions provide almost limitless time to chat 
about the work, the data, the methods, the conclusions. Such a one-on-one encounter may prove 
extremely valuable and a lasting source of inspiration in your work. “Did you try this? Did you 
read that? Can I send you the details?”  
 
For the WDCAG 2013, there will probably be more papers than posters but as a conference 
medium, posters are gaining rapidly in popularity.  And when you come home, you can put the 
poster up on the wall where you may attract further interest from passers-by in your home 
institution. 
 
What should I do if I'm terrified of public speaking? 
It's normal to be nervous, but public speaking is an important skill and central to most 
professional occupations. As this is especially the case for researchers and academics, you've got 
to learn! The WDCAG is a supportive place to practice your public speaking skills. But if you 
are really uncomfortable speaking to a group and this is your first conference experience, a 
poster might be the right choice for you.  If you’d rather get over your nerves and talk: practice 
you talk several times…in front of the mirror, with your fellow students in attendance and/or ask 
your professor or instructor to give you feedback. Practice timing, projection, difficult terms, 
slide transitions, and even questions. A guideline for the maximum number of slides for a talk is 
1 slide per 1 minute, hence WDCAG presentations generally have a maximum of 15 content 
slides (possible plus 1 extra header slide and 1 extra acknowledgements slide). 
 
You may have heard horror stories about mean-spirited questions during the discussion period 
following your presentation (one being "How is this geography?") but these types of questions 
are actually rare, especially so at the WDCAG meetings. Mean-spirited or aggressive lines of 
questioning are often more about the questioner's ego than the presentation and, trust us, this will 
be obvious to others in attendance. Thorough preparation is the best way to calm your nerves. 
Try not to worry too much about your presentation – after all, it's only 20 minutes of your life! 
We promise those minutes will fly by much faster then you think and you'll soon be thinking: 
"That was it?" 
 



DOs and DON'Ts.  
 
Before the conference: 
• Do register early 

Conferences often have early-bird registration prices which can save you some money if 
you take advantage of them. It's a good idea to check out a conference's website as soon as 
possible to get a sense of the registration deadlines. 
 
• Do submit your abstract on time 

Help keep your stress to a minimum by submitting your abstract on time. The WDCAG 
2013 meeting has firm deadlines! 
 
• Don't submit multiple edits of your abstract 

You only get one chance to submit your abstract. Make sure it's a coherent final draft that 
provides a good description of your presentation. Post-submission edits are not allowed, so it's 
got to be perfect before you submit! 
 
• Do prepare for your presentation 

Conferences are for learning, networking, and having fun – not stressing out over an 
underprepared presentation. Trust us! 

Practice your presentation and be sure that you can finish it within the 15-min time frame. 
 

• Don't submit special requests for your presentation time slot to be changed 
Everyone has a preferred time, but chances are high it's neither in the early morning nor 

the late afternoon. If you attend enough conferences you will eventually end-up giving the first 
presentation at 8:00 AM or the last one at 4:40 PM when everyone is looking forward to some 
cool refreshment. Please be phlegmatic about suboptimal time slots. Keep in mind that the 
organizers devote many hours to structuring the program to achieve balance in the sessions, and 
to avoid having sessions on related topics being offered concurrently. Your “simple” request to 
change a presentation time may actually involve very major changes to the overall program, 
which is why such requests cannot be honoured. 
 
• Do your research 

Take the time to read about the host department/institution and other nearby geography 
departments to see which faculty members and graduate students match your interests. They'll be 
eager to talk with you and you'll make the best use of your time if you know something about 
their research! 
 
• Don't forget anything 

Remember: a USB stick for your slideshow, business cards (if you have them), a 
notebook, professional and casual clothes, and a watch. A whiteboard pen, telescopic pointer, or 
laser pointer can also be useful. Really prepared presenters also bring along backup media (e.g. a 
few overheads) in case PowerPoint projectors go down (it can happen!). 
 



During the conference: 
• Do attend sessions 

Some people view conferences as an excuse for drinking, staying up late, and sleep in the 
next morning (and sometimes afternoon, too) while others simply ditch the conference after their 
presentation obligations are finished. Do yourself a favour and get your money's worth at the 
conference. Remember Woody Allen’s observation: "Eighty percent of success is showing up."  
Remember, you’re not just attending sessions to hear the presentations, you're attending to see 
who is doing what in your field. Network, and don’t be afraid to participate in discussions. 
 
• Don't forget to explore the local area and have some fun, too 

You don’t have to attend every session, especially if the conference spans several days. 
Conferences are opportunities for stuffy academics to cut their tethers to computers and live a 
little. If there's really a timeslot where nothing interests you, take an hour or so to chat with a 
colleague or see something new or view a few more posters. If you want to explore the region 
and you have the means to do so, you should also schedule an extra day or two before or after the 
conference to do some sightseeing. 
 
• Do dress professionally 

Remember the saying: "Don't dress for the job you have but for the job you want"? The 
same goes for conferences. Academics are notoriously poorly-dressed and there is debate over 
what is appropriate. Get some advice about “what not to wear.” At some meetings a business suit 
is absurdly over-dressed for the occasion. At others you will wish that you had packed something 
more formal. The WDCAG has field trips on Friday, and conference sessions on Saturday. 
WDCAG dress is very casual, but many will avoid jeans or field gear on Saturday. People may 
dress up a little for the Friday evening keynote address, and at the Saturday banquet some will 
wear ties and sports coats, suits or dresses, or other professional attire. However, you may also 
see student groups, and even professors, in funny dress-up during the Banquet, as in some years 
the WDCAG “Scavenger Hunt list” awards points for such appearance. 
 
• Do act professionally 

Don't forget that conferences are first and foremost professional functions. Even when 
you are socializing you should remain professional. While some supervisors or colleagues are 
more laid-back than others, as a rule never say or do anything you wouldn't feel comfortable 
saying or doing in front of your entire home department! 
 
• Don't be late 

...especially to your own session! Conference organizers and session chairs work hard to 
make things run smoothly. Many activities are crammed into a short time-frame, so be on time. 
Find your presentation venue early and check it out to make sure everything is in place and know 
how long it will take to get there.  
 
• Do make an effort to meet people and build your contact field and professional network 

Don't be afraid to talk to graduate students and professors alike. If you've done your 
research (see "Before the Conference," above) you should have something worthwhile to talk 
about. 



If there is someone you would like to meet, this is the time and place to be outgoing. Stick out 
your hand and say something specific and thoughtful to open a conversation: "Hello Dr. X, my 
name is Y and I'm a graduate/undergraduate student at the University of Z. I just wanted to tell 
you how impressed I was with the graph on your last slide. The results were interesting in light 
of my own research...". Don't be pushy, but carpe diem! 
 
• Don't stay glued to the people you already know 

Did we mention that you should network? You can talk to your friends any time. Meet 
new people! Take a risk! Eat lunch with strangers! Remember, conferences are teeming with 
people just like you: students fascinated enough by geography to push themselves through grad 
school and professors who are always looking for new graduate students to work with them.  
 

You may be surprised about how much you have to talk about, especially if you ask, "so 
how's the funding at your school?" 
 
• Do be inquisitive and supportive 

You're a student because you like to learn, right? Support your own intellectual 
community. Ask questions about your colleagues' research and be supportive rather than 
competitive. If you feel you can offer a tip, suggest a reading, or share an experience; be 
generous with your knowledge! 

 
After the conference: 
• Do follow up on your promises to email/contact people from the conference 

If you say you'll email/send a paper/get in touch with someone you met at a conference, 
do it! Make your post-conference follow-up a high priority as soon as you return home.  
 
• Do review your notes and apply what you've learned to your research 

Hopefully you've picked up one or two new references to use in your thesis or a new 
method you want to try. Look them up before you forget! 
 
But don’t just take our word for it... 
Beginner's Guide to Attending Conferences 
http://www.quicksprout.com/2009/09/16/beginners-guide-to-attending-conferences  
 
Definitive Guide to Maximise Benefits of Conference Attendance 
http://www.bhatt.id.au/blog/definitive-guide-to-maximise-benefits-of-conference-attendance  
 
How to Attend a Conference 
http://wooga.drbacchus.com/how-to-attend-a-conference  
 
You're just not that into me (the introvert's guide to attending a conference) 
http://www.lisapetrilli.com/2010/05/16/youre-just-not-that-into-me-the-introverts-guide-to-
attending-a-conference/  
 
Academic Conference 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Academic_conference  


