Peer conference introductory narrative

“I want to welcome you to our peer conference. This conference is quite different from the traditional conferences that you’ve probably all attended. In traditional conferences the program XE "program"  is largely determined in advance—you go to sessions and listen to “experts” talking about various aspects of the conference subject. At the end of each session you get to ask questions and then you probably go off to a meal or social event where you meet and talk to some of your fellow attendees, looking for people with whom you have something in common and discussing topics of common interest. The emphasis at a traditional conference is on passive reception of knowledge from a small number of people who, hopefully, know a lot more than you do about a topic that, hopefully, you’re interested in.

That’s a traditional conference.

A peer conference has a very different approach. A peer conference is designed and built around the core observation that, if you bring together a group of people with a common interest, the group contains tremendous knowledge and experience about the subject—more in many cases than any small group of “experts” can provide. A peer conference provides a set of processes for effectively discovering, exploring, and sharing this knowledge and experience appropriately among conference attendees, as determined by each individual’s interests and needs.

Instead of a well-meaning organizing committee doing its best, before the conference, to figure out what attendees may be interested in hearing about, a peer conference uses a simple and direct approach. At the start of the conference we ask you what you want to hear about, what you want to learn about, and what you want to share. We then use a peer conference process to set up the requested listening, learning, and sharing experiences. So a peer conference is self-organizing, and focuses on providing a meaningful and useful experience for every attendee.

How does all this work? Well, in order for a peer conference to work, you, the attendees, need to learn more about each other early on in the conference; you need to find out who’s interested in talking about what, and who has experience or expertise that you’re interested in learning more about. All this initial learning about each other happens in the conference roundtable XE "roundtable" , which we’ll be starting in a few minutes.

You also need a way to propose topics you want to talk about or hear about, and a way to turn those topics into actual sessions we call peer sessions XE "peer session" , where people can meet, share, and discuss. You need a way to organize the peer sessions XE "peer session"  so there are people responsible for facilitating and recording what happens. We have these tools for you to use. And then, after the peer sessions XE "peer session"  have been held, we have two closing peer conference sessions that attendees have found, over the years, to be very valuable. One, the personal introspective XE "personal introspective" , provides each of you an opportunity to integrate your overall conference experience into your life. The other, the group spective XE "group spective" , provides a place for group sharing and initiatives to be born and discussed.

That’s a brief outline of a peer conference. The primary goal of this peer conference is to provide each of you with the most meaningful and useful experience possible. A secondary outcome of many peer conferences is the discovery and discussion of group initiatives—future activities that significant numbers of attendees wish to pursue. Such initiatives tend to have a lot of energy behind them because they arise naturally from the group process. But, at a peer conference, group initiatives are a bonus; they may appear, they may not. The core purpose of this peer conference is to create an environment for optimum individual growth and learning for each one of you.

[PAUSE]

That’s enough talking about what we’re going to do during the next few days. Let’s begin! We’re going to move right into our first session, the roundtable XE "roundtable" .”
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