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SDSS attendees participate in the 2019 Data Challenge.

Diverse Voices Heard at SDSS 2019

Kelly McConville

left SDSS 2019 excited, invigorated, and just a

little bit tired. And as I reflect on my experi-

ence at SDSS, many of the usual reasons I love
conferences—informative sessions and chances to
make and strengthen connections—also hold true.
But instead of ruminating on the usual gems, I
want to focus this reflection article on the pieces of
SDSS that make it unique.

For starters, I was delighted by the level of
engagement by conference participants. If you
think I am being hyperbolic, please understand
that this program chair’s reoccurring, pre-confer-
ence nightmare included a sparsely filled room
and the deafening sound of silence when the ses-
sion chair asked, “Any questions for the speaker?”
Fortunately, participant involvement exceeded my
expectations. Beyond jam-packed sessions, 34 peo-
ple in 11 teams competed in the Data Challenge,
27 mentors and 27 mentees interacted at the 8
a.m. speed mentoring session, large crowds partici-
pated in the optional lunch meet-ups, and e-poster
presenters found themselves with an eager audi-
ence. As poster presenter (and first-time conference
goer) Miranda Rintoul put it, “During my poster
presentation, I was engaged in so many back-to-
back interesting conversations about my work that
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SDSS attendees, including ASA President-Elect Wendy
Martinez, participate in a speed mentoring session.

I had to quickly sneak off and grab a glass of water
before I lost my voice!”

I was quite pleased my nightmare did not reflect
reality. Instead of hearing crickets at the end of ses-
sions, I saw audience members raising their hands
and asking thoughtful questions, so much so that
they often lined up at the end of sessions to con-
tinue talking with speakers.

Another unique feature of SDSS is the diversity
of speakers. If you look at the 2019 conference



Kali Lacy gives a poster presentation at SDSS 2019.

program, you will find speakers who identify as
statisticians, software engineers, biostatisticians,
computer scientists, mathematicians, data sci-
entists, computational folklorists (okay, maybe
only one of those), astronomers, and I could keep
going but I think you get the idea. Hearing from
people from a variety of disciplines and career
paths helps us see data and how to learn from data
in compelling new ways. It can also remind us of
the similarities that exist across fields and help us
forge new, interesting collaborations.

To this end, I would be remiss if I didn’t
acknowledge the hard work of the program com-
mittee in putting together such a vibrant program
that really showcased the diversity of folks thinking
about data.

If you missed the symposium or attended but want
to revisit a talk, you are in luck. You can find many of
presentations in the online program at ww?2.amstat.
org/meetings/sdss/2019/onlineprogram. Also, Zhi Yang,
one of our participants, put together a GitHub repo
at hitps://github.com/zhiiiyang/SDSS2019 that links to
many of the slides and conference materials. I know I
will be coming back to these materials when my data
work needs some inspiration.

Planning for SDSS 2020 is already well under-
way. Next year’s conference will take place in
Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, from June 3-6. To receive
conference updates, visit ww2.amstat.org/meetings/
sdss/2020. m
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SDSS program chair Kelly McConville speaks before a keynote presentation.
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