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DAY ONE: VISION

Give students a vision of the conferences you want to have with them.

If you've been teaching writing workshop and/or participating in professional development
with the Partnership for Inquiry Learning for a number of years, you likely already know that
vision is important in a genre study. We usually talk about it in terms of immersion—that
writers need to see lots of things like what they're going to write in order to form a vision for it
(Katie Wood Ray).

But it's also true that we need to give students a vision of "writing workshop," including
showing them what a good conference looks like. If we want students to excel at conferring
about their writing with us, we need to immerse them in exemplary conferences.

We often encourage teachers to begin the school year with a "Writerly Life" unit of study that
acquaints students with the rules and procedures for the workshop. During one minilesson in
that unit, you can demonstrate a writing conference. You might demonstrate in one or more—
or all—of these ways:

Confer with a single student in front of the whole group
Ask a colleague to play the student role in a conference with you
Show a video of a teacher-student conference

In each of these scenarios, you'll want to ask students what they noticed about the
conference they watched, and help them see what you find most important by sharing your
own observations. For example, "I noticed that the student didn't read her draft to the teacher,
but instead described what she was trying to accomplish by saying, 'I'm trying to make the



most important part longer.' That's how we'll talk about your drafts when I conference with
you."

You can demonstrate good conferences once you get beyond that Writerly Life unit, too.
Everything that's important bears repeating, so you can model good teacher-student
conferences once or twice during every unit of study throughout the year, adding to an anchor
chart of noticings to help students remember what they know about conferring.

Try It:

Look at videos of teacher-student conferences and make a list of observations about them.
Which items on the list would you like to explicitly teach your students? Each item on the list
can be turned into one minilesson.

Here is a video of Heinemann author and frequent Partnership visiting scholar Carl Anderson
to get you started: Carl Anderson confers with a young writer
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DAY TWO: RECORDS

Keep records of your conferences with students.

Several of our visiting scholars have claimed that record keeping is the single most significant
step in a conferring practice, and we've seen it prove true. It's not possible to remember what
each student is working on, what skills each has mastered, what you taught each person in
conference last week or last month—unless you're keeping records.

How you keep records is up to you. You should choose the method that is best for you. Some
teachers carry clipboards with special conferring sheets on them. Some take notes inside a
designated composition notebook. Some carry a laptop with them and type directly into a
Google Doc, Word file, or Excel file. And some teachers use a stylus and tablet to handwrite
notes in apps like Pages or GoodNotes. What's important is that your note taking process
allows you to:

Track who you spoke with on what dates
Record what each student is doing well: What does it appear he/she knows now?
Record what you taught each student in conference: What do you want him/her to
learn next?

Sometimes teachers' conference notes also record other logical next steps for the writer, to
help identify lessons for small group conferences and match students to them. Having these
other options recorded is also helpful for the next conference with this student—you'll already
have some ideas for what else to teach this writer.



Here are some samples of conferring worksheets that teachers in our community have used.
Many of these templates were provided by our visiting scholars. Click on any image you like
to download a PDF copy that you can print and use.

Try It:

Use one or more of the sample conferring worksheets to record notes this week. Which ones
work best for you? How can you tailor them to your needs?
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DAY THREE: PLAN

Know who you will talk to each day and what you talked about last time

In a post on our blog, writer-in-residence Julie Patterson confessed that for several years she
mistakenly thought of conferring as a strictly improvisational activity. It wasn't until she'd spent
time observing visiting scholar Matt Glover that she realized how much advance planning
goes into good conferences. Here's what she said:

from the blog archive

3 Things I Wish I'd Understood Sooner about Conferring with
Young Writers
by Julie Patterson, writer in residence

I used to dread conferring with student writers. I felt like it put me on the hot seat.
I had 5 minutes to figure out where a writer was in the writing process, what the
writer was struggling with, what the writer wanted to achieve, what the
writer needed at that point in time, and how I could teach it…and then I actually
had to teach it. All in five minutes—did I mention that part already? How is that
even possible?

Then I heard Matt Glover talk about conferring, and he completely changed my
approach to it. It was the simplest advice, really, the kind of thing that you hear



and then think, Of course! Why did that never occur to me?

Are you sitting down?

Matt said, "You should do a little planning before you confer with students."

Seriously, why did that never occur to me? I love planning. But it's important to
know what—and how—to plan. So here's more specifically what Matt helped me
do differently:

Decide in advance which students to see
I used to wait for students to get started on independent writing time, waiting for
them to get materials out and settle down to work before approaching anyone for
a conference. I'd scan the room for someone who looked ready, then try to
remember how long it had been since I last conferred with that student. In short, I
lost 5-7 minutes per day, which translates to 5-7 conferring opportunities per
week.

Now, instead, I look at my conferring records during prep or the night before and
write 5-6 names on a Post-it note that I stick to the clipboard I'll use to take notes.
Even if it isn't my class, if I'm leading a teaching demonstration in someone else's
class, I hand the teacher a blank Post-it and ask for 3-5 names s/he wants to see
me confer with that day.

I occasionally need to make changes to my plan because of absences, which is
why I plan for 6 conferences when I know I'll likely only finish 4-5.

Review previous conference notes
In the past, after I decided who to confer with, I had to thumb through my stack of
papers to find the one with that student's name on top, and often tried to read
over my notes from previous sessions while hovering near the writer ready to
pounce (at least I now realize it may have felt like hovering and pouncing to the
student). Or I tried to read the notes while simultaneously talking and starting the
conference. Or in some especially ugly moments that make me cringe in
hindsight, I tried to read the notes while simultaneously listening to the student
talk about his work-in-progress, considering what questions I should ask, and
weighing the possibilities of what I might teach all at the same time. Or else I
didn't even bother to refresh my memory about what I taught that student in
conference previously.

Now, because I know who I'm going to confer with in advance, I have the luxury of
reading the notes from previous sessions and noting something specific to check
for during a new conference. Now I might lead with a follow up from the previous
session; for example, "Johnny, last week you were going to add some dialogue to
your memoir. How did that go?" I can also see things I noted in previous sessions
but didn't address, so I'm more apt to address it if the opportunity arises a second
time. I might even make connections across units or genres: Remember when we
wrote realistic fiction, and you made the most important part of your story the
longest…a memoir is a story, too, so what part of yours do you think is most
important? Do you remember how to make that part longer?



Of course, this step requires me to have taken good notes during conferences.
Here's a peek at some old notes of mine:

Anticipate challenges and potential lessons
This step gets easier as I teach the same units of study multiple times at the
same grade level. But even with experience it helps for me to pause at various
points of a unit and reflect on what I expect to see in student work at that stage.
Not "expect" as in "want" to see, but rather what I anticipate writers like the ones
in my classroom, who have read what my students have read, and written what
my students have written, to already know and do…what might they be ready for
next…what might be challenging for them…? I brainstorm a list and then try to
write teaching points and/or try-its that could address those issues. Here's an
example from my planning notebook:

Bottom line: conferring isn't improv
I don't know where I got the convoluted notion that conferring is all about
improvisation. I suspect that idea appeared after watching lots of highly
experienced writing workshop experts confer so smoothly and [seemingly]
unrehearsed.

Conferring does require some quick thinking on your feet, but there's lots of
preparation we can do in advance to make those valuable one-on-one



conversations with students most effective, too.

Try It:

How many days will it take you to confer with every student in your class if your conferences
are 3-5 minutes long and take place during independent writing time in workshop?

Which students will you confer with tomorrow? If you have records of your previous
conferences with them, look them over and go into the conference with an idea what you
might be able to look for or ask the students about.
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DAY FOUR: VARIETY

There's more than one type of conference. Vary what students get.

When we first started our work in writing workshop twenty years ago, we talked about
conferences as if every one was exactly the same. All conferences, we initially believed,
follow the RESEARCH—DECIDE—TEACH template.

In this model, the teacher makes three moves in conference with students. First, the teacher
asks questions to find out what the writer is working on, what he/she is struggling with, what
he/she hopes to achieve, and/or how the writer is thinking about the project (research). Next,
the teacher makes a strategic decision about what to teach (decide), keeping in mind that the
goal is to "teach the writer, not the writing" (Lucy Calkins). That is, we teach something that
the student can apply throughout his/her life as a writer, not just on the existing draft—for
example, instead of, "Move this part to the beginning...," we might offer, "When writers revise,
sometimes they rearrange paragraphs in their existing draft..."

As our experience (and our mentors' experiences) with workshop teaching has evolved,
we've come to understand that writers are best supported with a variety of workshop types.
Some conferences strictly adhere to the Research-Decide-Teach format, but others do not.

Jennifer Serravallo describes several types of reading conferences, and we find that these
apply to writing conferences too. Here are a few examples:

In a compliment conference, you build a student's confidence by naming something
he/she has done well. This conference is key in helping students see themselves as



effective writers. See Katherine Bomer facilitate a compliment conference with
Christina in a poetry unit during one of her visits to Indianapolis.

In a coaching conference, you sit beside a student as he/she applies something you
taught in a minilesson or previous (individual or small group) conference. See Carole
Damin facilitate a coaching conference during a punctuation study.

In a goal setting conference, you help a student think through his/her strengths and
identify a short-term goal to work towards together. This conference has some similar
characteristics to a coaching conference, because you will teach a strategy and coach
the student as he/she applies it to a work-in-progress. See Jennifer Serravallo facilitate
a goal setting conference with Ella, the first in a series of conferences in which they'll
work together towards this goal.

Try It:

Which kinds of conferences do you have with students? Since you are recording notes during
student conferences now, try recording the type of conference, too. Then make a conscious
effort to vary the types each student gets over time.
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DAY FIVE: OBSERVATION

Observing other teachers in conferences with student writers is the second
best way to improve your own conferences.

The best way to improve your conferences with student writers is to confer, notice what
works well and doesn't, and revise your practice. Over and over again. In a word: practice.

The second best way to improve your conferences with student writers is by observing
conferences facilitated by other writing teachers.

You can coordinate with a colleague to take turns observing one another in class. These
conferences are likely to feel most authentic to you, as you'll recognize students and possibly
know something about them already, and you'll see unedited life in the classroom as it really
happens.

You can also, of course, finds lots of conference videos that accompany professional texts,
including Strategic Writing Conferences by Carl Anderson.

As you watch other teachers confer with writers, stay mindful of the questions we apply
throughout workshop teaching: What do you notice? What's working well? Because each
conference requires a teacher to make choices about what to teach the writer next, you can
also consider:

Why do you think the teacher chose this teaching point for the conference?
What other choices could the teacher have made that would nudge the writer forward?



As you think about other possibilities, remember that goal to "teach the writer, not the writing."
That is, we want to frame our lessons—in both the conference and whole class/small group
minilessons—as strategies writers can use in multiple contexts rather than focusing on "edits"
that might apply only to the current project.

Remember, too, to focus on assets rather than deficiencies. Practice seeing what student
writers can and are doing, and use that to think about what the writer is ready for next.

Try It:

Watch this conference where Jennifer Serravallo teaches writing to persuade your audience
(grades 3-5).

Consider these questions:

When in the conference does Jennifer actually see the student's writing?
How does Jennifer affirm the existing work the writer has done?
What "try it" or next step does Jennifer assign the student?
How long was the conference?
What else do you notice about Jennifer's language and/or the interaction with the
student?
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DAY SIX: REFLECTION AND INTENTION

What are you taking away from this mini workshop?

Wait, what?! This was only a "5 day mini workshop." Why are you getting this email?

Day 6 is not a lesson, but rather a request that is mutually beneficial to you and the
Partnership.

Our experience as professional development facilitators tells us that educators who reflect on
their learning and set specific intentions to apply what they know see more impact on student
achievement and report higher job satisfaction. Additionally, when we receive constructive
feedback from teachers, we use it to improve our programs and demonstrate our value to
donors and other funders.

Try It:

Will you take a moment to answer three short questions?

Yes, ask me!
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