


AALL Spectrum February 2007 21

While I cannot
guarantee that

reading this article 
will assure your proposals’

acceptance, I seem to have been 
doing something right and hope that after

reading this, you will as well. In addition to
my own perspective, I consulted with other
successful program planners to glean their
advice and expertise. Both Ronda Fisch,
director of knowledge management at Reed
Smith LLP in Pittsburgh, and Frederick
Barnhart, associate director of the Loyola
University of Chicago Law Library, had 
two proposals each accepted for the 2006
Annual Meeting and were willing to share
their experiences. I also turned to AALL
Program Manager Heidi Letzmann, who 
was invaluable in shepherding me through
three of my four proposals. 

The following article walks you through
the major steps in developing a program
proposal, ranging from the perennially asked
questions of how to decide on a topic and
where to find speakers to the more prosaic
advice of “follow the rules.” 

Timing
First things first. Make sure that you have
done all your preparatory reading, such as
this article and the Program Planner’s
Handbook, well before this year’s Annual
Meeting. Read the Program Planner’s
Handbook sooner rather than later, says
Fisch. 

Remember that the weeks leading up to
the Meeting are often hectic, and you should
factor in summer time zappers, such as
summer school students and summer
interns. If these problems sound familiar, try
to set aside a day or two in April or May to
become familiar with proposal requirements
and deadlines.

The deadline for submitting program
proposals comes very quickly after the
Annual Meeting—August 15—so consider
yourself lucky if you have an idea for a
program before then. However, if you plan 

to develop your program idea at this year’s
Annual Meeting, do not be intimidated by
the deadline. All but one of my programs
were based on ideas developed during an
Annual Meeting. 

Plan for this Meeting-induced
inspiration by not filling your schedule for
the weeks after your return and, if possible,
by scheduling a vacation day during the
second or third week after the Meeting. This
will give you a couple of weeks to catch up
on your work before taking time to work on
your proposal.

Selecting Your Topic 
If you have the option, wait until something
really interests and motivates you or until
someone requests your help in carrying out
an idea. “Give in to the excitement,” advises
Barnhart.

You do not have to know about the
topic. In fact, reading or hearing about
something and wanting to know more 
can be the best motivator for
proposing a program. If you
are unfamiliar with the topic
and want to learn about it,
unless you are very new to
the profession, it is likely
that other librarians will
share your interest.

You may not have
the luxury of waiting
until a topic inspires
you. If you need to
coordinate or speak at a
program to meet tenure
requirements or obtain travel funding, 
you must be more proactive. If you know
someone who is a good speaker and has a
particular area of interest, design a program
around that person. You do not have to share
his or her interest in teaching tax research or
learning how to catalog ephemera, but if your
speaker is interested and conveys this well, 
all you need to do is create a program that
highlights his or her skills. 

Another way to select a topic is to
discover what interests other people.
Regional organizations, special interest
sections (SISs), and caucuses are often eager
to submit proposals on topics of interest to
their members. If you belong to any of these

groups, attend the meetings and take part 
in any meetings regarding programs. Often
members will suggest program ideas, and
officers or committee chairs will need
someone willing to transform the ideas into
a formal proposal.  

Talk with people at meetings and
conferences to determine if some of your
own ideas interest others. While talking 
with them, keep your need for speakers in
mind; do not be shy about taking names
and asking for cards. 

Talking with others could even lead 
you to consider redoing a program that was
initially done poorly. All of us have exited 
a program wondering, “What were those
planners thinking?” or “Where did they get
that horrible speaker?” Often an unsatis -
factory program is one that failed to deliver
what was promised. If the “History of
Electronic Cataloging” program turned out
to be an in-depth history on the font types
used for cataloging labels, then the original
topic is still open for you to use. Find some

other people who attended the program,
ask them what they hoped the

program would cover,
and then write your

proposal with their
objectives in mind.

Co-workers can be
another good source of

ideas. If someone has done 
a training class or given a

presentation that you found
useful and informative, you

might be able to create a
program from his or her class,

complete with at least one speaker. 
Also, do not forget about non-law

libraries as yet another source for ideas.
Topics of interest to them, such as marketing,
management, and implementing new
technologies, can be given a legal twist. These
other libraries may see new trends before
those of us in law. For example, Generation Y
and Millennial students first appeared in
undergraduate classrooms and libraries before
arriving in law schools or firms.  

Consider a Different Perspective
Your program does not have to appeal to
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Ihave proposed four programs for AALL Annual Meetings. I don’t mean to brag, but all 
four programs were accepted, and two of them were held in the same year. I list these
accomplishments as encouragement—if I can get my program proposals selected, so can you.
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every type of law librarian. However, there 
is nothing wrong with considering how to
broaden your program’s appeal. Mentally
reach outside your specific area in the
library world and think about what topics
others would find interesting. 

Could the program include someone
from a firm or court library as well as an
academic library? Could you include a
technical services perspective, even if you 
are a public services librarian? If your
program is a topic likely to have broad appeal,
the fact that you both realized this fact and
took the time to locate speakers from varied
backgrounds can make your program stand out
from other similar ones. In fact, if a program
appeals to all areas of librarianship, it might
make a great workshop, says Ronda Fisch.

You can also be creative with your
program’s format. The Annual Meeting
Program Committee (AMPC)—the AALL
committee that selects the Annual Meeting
programs—is eager for some “non-
traditional” presentations. While there will
always be standard lecture formats, a less
typical format can work in your program’s
favor. Consider including a skit, soliciting
audience participation, using a mock
interview, or incorporating a lengthy
question and answer session into the more
traditional panel of speakers. The size of the
audience and the length of the program may
limit the extent of your creativity, but do not
hesitate to try something out of the ordinary. 

The converse to the above advice is: Do
not water down your program so much that it
does not interest anyone. While you should try
to think outside your initial comfort zone,
you also need to be realistic. If your program
is about how to teach legal research to
Generation Y law students and the Academic
Law Libraries SIS is sponsoring the program,
you should not be concerned that the
program will not appeal to law firm techies.  

Recruiting Speakers
Occasionally a program is designed with a
particular speaker in mind, but this is the
exception. Usually you need to locate people
who plan to be or are willing to be at the
Annual Meeting. Speakers do not have to be
AALL members, but they are usually more
affordable than outside speakers. 

If you plan to use outside speakers, it is
important to communicate with them early
on. Clearly explain that their attendance is
contingent upon the program’s acceptance,
says Heidi Letzmann. If the person requires an
honorarium, find out the amount and make
sure to include it in your proposal, she adds.

Contacting people you don’t know and
asking them for a favor may seem awkward
at first. Remember that librarians are people
who like to help and most understand the

challenges of planning a program. While
working on my four programs, only one
person never returned my contact attempts.
All others were uniformly helpful; even
those who were unable to speak were willing
to answer questions and suggest people they
thought might be good speakers. 

Fred Barnhart had a similar experience.
He says it surprised him how easy it was to
ask people to speak and how willing people
were to do it.

Use your networking time at the Annual
Meeting to locate and sound out potential
speakers. If you have an idea of your
program’s topic before the Meeting, use the
AALL Directory and make a list of people you
would like to meet. Include speakers whom
you have enjoyed from past programs and
authors of articles on your topic.

Your program does not have to be fully
developed in order for you to start making
inquiries of potential speakers. Let people
know that you are considering a program
and ask if they might like to participate in it.  

The previously mentioned chapters 
and SISs are additional sources of speakers.
You do not need to be a member to ask 
for volunteers. I developed one program
because I wanted to know more about 
how to manage a culturally diverse staff.
Although not a member of either group, I
turned for assistance to the Asian-American
Law Librarians Caucus and the AALL Black
Caucus. Both groups helped with ideas,
suggested speakers, and provided the talent
for the skits we presented as a precursor to
our formal speaker. Not only was our
terrible acting a light touch to a serious
topic, it achieved two previously mentioned
aims of a good program, getting speakers
from outside my own area (and ethnicity),
and using a more creative program format. 

Sometimes you can be your own
speaker. If you are the go-to person for
technology in your library, the expert on tax
research, or have found yourself repeating
the story of your library restructuring
multiple times to a variety of people,
consider turning your experiences into a
program where you are one of the speakers.

Follow the Rules
While “follow the rules” is basic advice, it is
easy to forget this admonition as you begin
the process of writing your proposal under
an impending deadline. In your pursuit for
a scintillating topic, engaging speakers, and
focused learning outcomes, take care not to
overlook due dates, word counts, and even
rules of grammar. The AMPC might be
forgiving, but why take the chance? 

Your proposal is only the first step to a
successful program. If you cannot meet the

initial deadline or follow content require -
ments, your proposal will not even be
considered. Furthermore, the AMPC often
has multiple program proposals on the same
topic, so it accepts the one that is best
developed and most well written, says
Letzmann.

One of the toughest rules to follow is
composing a program description in 110-
125 words or less. Compacting all your
brilliant ideas into 125 words that both
explain and entice is a difficult task, but it is
worth the effort. Distilling your program
into a sound-bite requires you to give the
project some serious thought, and it will be
easier for you to market your program when
the time comes. 

Deadlines can prove another challenge.
As mentioned above, the due date for a
program proposal is August 15, soon after
the Annual Meeting. Not only will you be
catching up on work, but your potential
speakers may be busy doing the same thing.
This can make it difficult to get firm
commitments, particularly when the date 
is almost a year away.  

Do not let this or similar problems keep
you from meeting your deadline. If you do
not have guaranteed speakers, explain what
type of speakers you expect to get (firm or
court librarian, public or technical service,
etc.) and who you are working with. If you
have a mildly reluctant speaker (perhaps
someone who is interested but already
committed to another program), ask if he or
she would be an “emergency back-up” and list
him or her until you can locate someone with
less on his or her schedule. It is acceptable for
your proposal to be a work-in-progress, but it
is not acceptable for it to be late.

As when writing legal memoranda or
other highly structured documents, clear
document guidelines have been provided—
follow them. The Program Planner’s
Handbook, available in April, includes
instructions on how to write learning
outcomes, down to what words to both
avoid and include. If someone has gone 
to all of this trouble, it is foolish (if not
downright stupid) to ignore the
information. 

If you find it difficult to create your
proposal while keeping all the rules in mind,
simply write the proposal your way first; then
go back and edit so that length, vocabulary,
and overall content comply with the
guidelines. The time you take to make the
changes, like all good editing, will improve
the quality of the proposal, which should
increase the odds that it will be accepted.

writing a winner— continued from page 21

(continued on page 31)
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writing a winner— continued from page 29

Ask and Listen
Ask questions early and often. Do not wait
until the day before the deadline or until
you have wasted hours developing an
inappropriate program. To paraphrase a
cliché, a phone call in time saves nine.

The AMPC will support you in planning
and carrying out your program. Just as 
we expect our patrons to ask us questions,
committee members expect you to call, 
and they are very helpful when you do.  

The AMPC also holds an open forum
every year at the Annual Meeting, Letzmann
says. A person considering proposing a
program should plan to attend. This year
the open forum will be held on Tuesday,
July 17, at 12-1 p.m.

Include Options
Program slots run 30, 60, 75, or 90
minutes, and some program lengths are
harder to fill than others. Exactly which
length has too many or insufficient
applicants can vary by the year. If you want
a program of a particular length, ask for it
and explain why the length is optimal for
your program. (You may have to go down
to the “other” information box at the

bottom of the proposal in order to have
enough space to explain.)  

However, unless it is impossible to alter
your program, you should also indicate that
you would be willing to make changes to your
program in order to fit a needed time slot. 
You might be required to cut a four-speaker,
75-minute program down to a three-speaker,
60-minute program, but that is better than
not presenting your program at all. 

If a proposal is not accepted, do not 
be discouraged. Letzmann says that roughly
200 proposals are submitted each year, and
only about a third of them can be accepted.
She and Ronda Fisch both suggest that if
your proposal is not accepted the first year,
rework it and resubmit it the following year.

Follow Through
Once your program is accepted, you still
need to stay involved, particularly if you 
are going to be the coordinator and/or 
a speaker. From the very beginning, 
make sure that you keep track of all your
drafts, potential speakers (including their
biographies and contact information), and
your list of deadlines. Upon finalizing the
speakers, keep their contact information
and the dates in one place when making

phone calls. Stay in touch with your
speakers and remind them of due dates.

There are no absolutes for what will result
in a good program proposal. Generally,
audiences do not want to attend a program that
consists of a parade of PowerPoint slides, but
the “And You Thought Gadgets Were Only 
for the Kitchen” programs, which have become
a much anticipated staple at the Annual
Meeting, utilize just this format. What makes
the difference is that the format is clearly
announced in the title, and the slides are
accompanied with informative and lively banter.  

This illustrates that it’s most important
that you thoughtfully consider what is
appropriate for your program, based on its
content, speakers, and intended audience,
and that you clearly convey your decisions
to both the AMPC and your intended
audience. It’s better to have a small but
complementary audience than a large group
of dissatisfied attendees. “Quality over
quantity,” advises Letzmann.

And don’t forget, as with many things,
program planning gets easier with practice. ■

Maureen Eggert (meggert@law.wfu.edu)
is associate director for research and instruction
at Wake Forest University Professional Center
Library in Winston-Salem, North Carolina.

Make sure that you have done all your
preparatory reading, such as this article
and the Program Planner’s Handbook, 
well before this year’s Annual Meeting. 
Try to set aside a day or two in April or 
May to become familiar with proposal
requirements and deadlines.

Do not fill your schedule for the weeks
following the Annual Meeting. If possible,
schedule a vacation day in late July or early
August to work on your proposal.

Select your topic when something really
interests and motivates you. Reading or
hearing about something and wanting to
know more can be the best motivator for
proposing a program.

Design a program around a good speaker.
You don’t have to share his or her
interests; all you need to do is create a
program that highlights his or her skills.

Discover what interests other people.
Regional organizations, special interest
sections, and caucuses are often eager to
submit proposals on topics of interest to
their members. Often they need someone
to transform their ideas into formal
proposals.

Co-workers can be another good source 
of ideas. If someone has done a training
class or given a presentation that you
found useful and informative, you might 
be able to create a program around it.

Broaden your program’s appeal. Mentally
reach outside your specific area in the
library world and think about what topics
others would find interesting.

Be creative with your program’s format.
Consider including a skit, soliciting
audience participation, using a mock
interview, or incorporating a lengthy
question and answer session into the 
more traditional panel of speakers.

Don’t water down your program. While
you should try to think outside your initial
comfort zone, you also need to be realistic.
You can’t please everyone with one
program.

Don’t be shy about asking people to
speak. Use your networking time at the
Annual Meeting to locate and sound out
potential speakers. Chapters and SISs are
additional sources for speakers.

If you use outside speakers, communicate
with them early on. Clearly explain that their

attendance is contingent upon the program’s
acceptance, and if the person requires an
honorarium, find out the amount and make
sure to include it in your proposal.

Follow the rules. Do not overlook due
dates, word counts, and even rules of
grammar. If you cannot meet the initial
deadline or follow content requirements,
your proposal will not even be considered.

Ask questions early and often. The Annual
Meeting Planning Committee will support
you in planning and carrying out your
program. Attend the open forum this year
in New Orleans on Tuesday, July 17, from
12-1 p.m., to learn more about program
planning.

Be flexible. For example, indicate that you
would be willing to make changes to your
program in order to fit a needed time slot.

Try again. About 200 proposals are
submitted each year, and only about a third
of them can be accepted. If your proposal
is not accepted the first year, rework it and
resubmit it the following year.

Stay tuned for more 2008 Annual Meeting
program planning information coming this
April.

Tips for Writing a Successful Proposal
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