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REAL SESSION CHAIRS DO MORE THAN JUST KEEP TIME

Paper sessions in conferences are often poorly attended. One frequently hears statements like “Why
would I attend the talk when I can read the paper and get much more out of it for the time spent?”
Sessions in themselves provide no added value: there is little discussion and no correlation between
papers. Instead, each session is a sequence of unilateral presentations, of varying quality.

To address this difficulty, we are trying a system this year in which the session chair is a real “chair” and
much more than just a time-keeper. Over time, we hope that being a session chair will be an honor,
indicating recognition in the field as a senior researcher with a good broad perspective on the topic of the
session.

So, what does a “real chair” do? This person introduces the topic of the session, and places the papers in
the session in the context of other work on this topic. To do this, the session chair starts the session
with a short “invited talk” providing the background and laying out the issues for the session, along the
lines of a good moderator at a typical conference panel session. A “real chair” also facilitates discussion
of the presented papers at the end of a session, again in the same manner as a good panel moderator.

One major constraint on the session chairs is that they do not get to choose the papers in their session —
rather these papers are selected through a separate (PVLDB) review process and given to them.
However, subject to this constraint, session chairs can choose the name of the session, and hence define
the topic scope; choose the order in which papers are presented in their session, and choose the (initial)
topics for discussion.

A complementary attempt to make sessions more lively is to reduce the time allotted per paper, and to
reward good presentation. It is hard to maintain audience interest in a long presentation, and
particularly when much of the audience is jet-lagged. By having a common introduction by the session
chair, authors have to do less to present background for their work. Similarly, lengthy questions can be
held off to the common discussion time at the end. We will have a total time of 14 minutes per paper
this year, including 2 minutes for set up and short questions. So no speaker will be on for more than 12
minutes at a time. [I know there are some who would like more time per paper presented — but the
ways to make that time have even less support -- to have more parallel sessions, to have more days in
the conference, to have conference sessions go longer into the evening, or to invite fewer papers for
presentation. On the other hand, there are some who believe a shorter presentation per paper is actually
better, even if constraints did not force this].

To reward good presentations, we will empower session chairs to give out certificates for excellence in
paper presentation. (We will separately work with session chairs to calibrate award guidelines and limit
their number).  Particularly for student presenters, who constitute the vast majority of conference
presenters, such an award can be a valuable badge on the resume, providing evidence of their
presentation skills.

H. V. Jagadish, University of Michigan, Ann Arbor, MI, USA
Program Co-Chair, VLDB 2014
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