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After the choice of games at convention, scheduling is perhaps the most important aspect.  After all, what do players want to do?  They want to come to a convention, play the games they choose and find that they were good games.  Game quality and scheduling.  You should have already found a discussion by me on some aspects of selecting quality games.  This time I will be discussing scheduling

The first choice that organisers have to make in regards to scheduling is what system they will use.  A number have been tried, but (apart from a total free for all) the two most well known systems are generally referred to as Arcanacon and pre-scheduling.

Pre-scheduling, put simply, requires one of the organisers take all the information about how many gms are available when, which players want to play which games and when they are and are not available and produce a schedule telling everyone when they are doing what they have put down to do.

Arcanacon scheduling is more decentralised.  The designers are given lists of the people playing their games and players are given a black schedule and thelist iof what they are playing.  Everyone is basically put in a big room and told to figure it out for themselves.

What are the advantages and disadvantages of each?

Arcanacon scheduling is definitely much easier on the organisers than pre-scheduling.  Time not devoted to scheduling can be devoted to other activities.  Although given that the games were chosen long ago I would question what is more important than scheduling at this point?

Arcanacon scheduling is good the designers and gms and those players very familiar with the system.  The scheduling for game is under the designers control and arrangements can be made to suit them.  GMs who are playing are usually let into to the above mentioned big room early, so they can get to play exactly when they want.  Such decisions under prescheduling are left to the organisers, designers and gms having to take hat they are given within parameters they define.  People familiar with the Arcanacon scheduling system can quickly get their schedules filled and will like get a sequence out of the games they have entered which suits them very nicely.  However, those out of the loop and unfamiliar with system (which is most people) tend to suffer under the Arcanacon system - particularly if they are individual or part team entries.  For the individual or part team scheduling even one game is a length y process and I have known of a number of cases where individuals have failed to play even one game that they entered.  Prescheduling, on the other hand, is much more even handed.  People who are unfamiliar with the arrangements are handed a piece of paper telling them exactly when they will be doing what.  Much more reassuring.  And pre-scheduling is much better, on the whole,  at getting individuals and part teams into what they want.

It should be obvious from the above that I am in favour of pre-scheduling.  I know it is much more work - having scheduled seven conventions I know that more than most.  But from the point of view of convention success it is well worth the effort.  So from this point on I am going to be discussing pre-scheduling only (so when I mention scheduling I mean pre-scheduling).

Scheduling depends for its success on complete and accurate information.  Designers and gms must inform the organisers in precise detail as to how many gms are available in which session and what games those gms are playing.  It is not sufficient to merely give numbers of gms.  If an organiser has only that level of information to work with it is very likely that a gm will be scheduled to both gm and play at the same time as the scheduler did not know that it was the same person.  If a game (especially a freeform) is available only in certain sessions or on certain days that must be known well in advance - included on the entry form if possible

Players must provide precise information as to which games they wish to play and which sessions they will be attending the convention.  Some conventions allow players to nominate which sessions they wish to play which game.  This will only work if each game has a large pool of gms to handle the inevitable sessions with many teams all wanting to play the same game.  I actually prefer to ask players to nominate on the entry form which sessions they cannot attend the convention.  Asking them which sessions they can attend will often elicit a result equal to the number of sessions entered.  With the question I ask the more likely return will leave more sessions available then have been entered, giving the scheduler more flexibility.  It's a small psychological game to play with your players, but it can be worthwhile.

When each player's or team's form arrives it must be checked for correctness.  There will always be entries that wish to play a game available only on the day the player can not attend the convention or where the team members are not all playing the exact same games and the combination is impossible to make work in the number of sessions at the convention.  It is quite possible for teams to individually enter a number of session less than or equal to the number of sessions at the convention but, because they are mixing and matching their teams, to collectively have a schedule which can not fit in the available sessions.  If problems such as this arise the player(s) must be contacted and adjustments made to the entry.

A date at which pre-scheduling will cut off must be determined.  Some conventions will schedule all entries which arrive by mail.  Others will set an earlier date, such as the late date and somewhere between it and the convention.  Make you cut-off date as late as possible and only refuse to schedule entries which arrive by mail if you have such a large convention (I would say 400+) that you need to start scheduling some time before the convention.  Some conventions attempt to schedule those who enter at the convention, but the communication between organisers and designers is guaranteed to break down over the convention and it is best to use something like Arcanacon for those who can not be bothered sending in an entry by mail.

When the information has been collected the scheduling can begin.  Not much scheduling can be done until very near the convention.  It's rather pointless scheduling something then finding you have to change it because the next mail has an entry form were the team must play in the session you just filled up.

What do people want from scheduling?

Designers want to know team and individual names for each session.  One of most frustrating experiences was as a freeform designer were all I was given were team names.  No individual names, not even the number of people in the team.  Almost useless.

Players want to know which game they are playing in each session and who they are playing with.  The latter is especially important for individuals and part teams.  A little less important if you schedule rooms as well as sessions, but you know the information so why not tell the people to whom it matters?  Schedulers who sit on information as if they are the only ones who are cleared to know deserve strangling.

So now you have your information and you know your outputs.  How do you get from one to the other?

The quick answer is to use one of the computerised scheduling programs which have been developed over the years.  However, you may not have one available, wish to design one yourself or simply, and sensible, want to know what is going on before you start in.

I'll assume from here that your either doing it all with pen and paper or the only computer support you have is error checking and record keeping, not decision making.  The two cases are more or less the same, from the scheduler's (decision-making) point of view.

The first thing to do is to go through all the mix and match teams.  The ones where everybody has a slightly (or very) different schedule.  I call them shotgun teams (as they may as well have filled out their entry by taking random pot shots) when I don’t have a schedule to do and bastards when I do.  They are bastards.  They require far more time and get first up treatment, even if their entries are the last ones in.  If you don’t fix them up first their entries will not work.  And if they end up with half their games unscheduled (which is perhaps all someone who puts in one of these entries very late deserves) they tend to be amongst the most vociferous whingers.

Anyway, for these entries you have to determine a set of sessions which will let all members play what they want.  The order may not match the actual playing order, But for each session you need to determine which members are playing what.  For example, in session A team members 1 and 2 are playing module S while team members 3, 4 and 5 play module T.  In session B team members 2,4 and 5 will play module Q while 1 plays freeform W.  In session C all are playing module X.  Which actual sessions our conceptual A,B,C etc get mapped are determined latter.

Once you have this information for each set of bastards keep it handy.  Whenever you do a bit of scheduling for part of this team you need to make sure you schedule the rest of the team for that session.

Now the real scheduling starts.  Make sure you have complete information about gm and player availability.

Basic principles

1. Do one game at a time

2. Do games available in certain session only first

3. Take a moment to plan each game schedule

4. Do games which are close to the maximum possible number of entries first

5. Do multi-session games before single session games

6. Do individual and part teams before full teams

7. Always be prepared to change what you have already done to fit people into th game you are currently scheduling

8. If entries run beyond capacity for a game, beg the designer for more gms.  If this fails make sure that places go to the people who entered first, if at all possible.

Do one game at a time.  It is tempting to do a bit here and a bit there.  Sometimes you do need to jump around, especially for the bastards.  But get a game finished, especially if it is close or at maximum entries.  Otherwise when you come back to it, fitting that last team in will be a nightmare.

Do games available in certain session only first.  This is typically only the freeforms, but can include some modules as well.  If you do not schedule these games first then when you come to schedule these games then you will find that many of the people who wish to play them do not have the required session(s) free as you have already scheduled them into other games.

Take a moment to plan each game schedule.  Simply put, form a list of the available gms and a list, for each team, of the sessions in which they are available.  They try to match them all up.  If you try to match first to first, etc then the last few just will not match.

Do games which are close to the maximum possible number of entries first.  These are going to be tricky when you get to the last few teams for each such game.  If you do them late then the last few team and the last few gms they will not be available in the same sessions, not matter how well you observe the previous point.

Do multi-session games before single session games.  These are harder, especially for part teams and individuals.  If you do not do these games relatively early, then you will not be able to put the same teams together for all sessions of the game.  Of course, the question arises as to how you trade off single session games close to their limit and multi-session games reasonably, but not dangerously, close to theirs.  It's a judgement call.  The more scheduling you do the better your instincts for such situations will become.

Within each game do individual and part teams before full teams.  You will have to look at the availability of the individuals and part teams and attempt to form full teams from them.  Obviously the full teams so formed will only be available when all its members are, and this is likely to be less, on the average, then the full team.  So do them first or there won’t be gms for your composite teams.  When forming composite teams attempt to pay attention to the age groups, etc of the parts.  Attempt to form teams who will happily play with each other.  Often this will not be possible, but if it is, do it.

Always be prepared to change what you have already done to fit people into the game you are currently scheduling.  Things which seem fine at the time will need to be changed.  You schedule a team for all its games except the last and when you get to the last you find it doesn't match with any of the available gms.  Of course point 4 will hopefully keep these cases to a minimum, by keeping to the end the games with the most gms to spare, but it will still happen.  When it does you will have to backtrack.  Look at the scheduling you have already done for the team.  Do any of their games still have a gm spare so you can switch them around and fit them in the game you are currently scheduling?  Sometimes you will have to change other team's scheduling to make it all work.  Sometimes this will have to go back a few levels.  It takes a clear head to keep track of it.

If entries run beyond capacity for a game, beg the designer for more gms.  If this fails make sure that places go to the people who entered first, if at all possible.  This should be self-explanatory.  It is your job to keep everyone happy and, if that fails, reward the people who were conscientious enough to get their entries in early.

Well, that's about it.  Scheduling is difficult and, in many ways, unrewarding.  If you do a good job you can get a sense of satisfaction, but don’t expect too many other people to congratulate you.  If you stuff it up, the whole con will be after you for blood.  But someone needs to do it.

Scheduling the Melbourne way - Django Upton

There are two successful forms of scheduling in use in major cons in Australia:


- Computer generated pre-scheduling


- Player generated pre-scheduling.

Many cons (especially those in Sydney and Canberra) appear to use the first sort, the two major cons in Melbourne use the second.

As the other presenter(s) would be most familiar with the first sort I will mostly talk about the second.

Player generated pre-scheduling requires that the designers and organisers negotiate which sessions each game will be available and how many players can be handled each session.

The entry booklet presents the potential players with a grid of games Vs session times.

The player consults with friends and enters events at times of their own choosing, noting team names in the spaces provided on the entry form.

The con organisers enter this data into the registration system database which merely records what is entered and allows extracts of that data to be formed (eg a listing of all players in a particular session)

The designers are to be available at a ‘rego session’ at the start of the con for players to confirm their times and make changes as necessary. Designers are to assume pre-registered player will turn up at their scheduled times if they don’t present themselves during the rego session and earlier pre-register players (those with lower ID numbers) are to receive preference if there are more players than can be GM’d.

After registering at the con the player then presents themselves to each designer, confirming that they are indeed playing at the time they desired. In some cases they may not be able to play at that time and can shift session times or change to a different game or obtain a refund for that session. In each case notifying the rego desk so that their records can be kept up to date.

Players who are NOT pre-registered may enter at registration time on the first day, where they will be informed of the availability of games and sessions. They then confirm their entry with the designers as per the pre-registered players except that the designers will not as yet have a record of their entry.

At the end of the con the designers present the organisers with a list of the players and sessions which will be reconciled with the organisers registration records. Any discrepancies will be resolved in favour of the organisers although last minute payments are accepted.

The advantages of this system are:

- the organisers do not have to deal with the workload of scheduling just prior to the con, when there is plenty else to do!

- complicated entries involving players wanting to play with different people in different games are resolved by the players themselves without any organiser input.


- players can plan their own con to their own convenience


- any difficulties are resolved by the players at the rego session on the first day


- ‘enter-on-the-day’ players are slotted into the system just as easily as the pre-registered.

The disadvantages (compared with computer scheduling) are:

- There is nothing stopping everyone entering a game in the same session. However the registration session allows such things to be sorted out fairly quickly and the likelihood of this happening actually reduces the larger the con.

- adding additional services like room allocation is harder (however room allocation provides so little additional benefit compared to the amount of extra work required that we haven’t even tried to do this for about 10 years now)

- if large numbers of players cannot attend the rego session then difficulties may result for those players.


- it is harder to keep track of who’s playing

CONORG 1998
7

