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TE 848 – Teaching Project


Conferring in a second grade classroom


Writing has always been the most challenging subject to teach in my second grade classroom. After completing my undergraduate education, I felt completely unprepared to teach children how to write. Once getting into my own classroom, I was given no training in the writing curriculum and continued to feel completely unqualified to teach writing. After a few months floundering through writing the Lucy Calkins’ mini lessons began to feel natural, however, I was still very unclear how to interact with the students during their individual writing time. I knew I should be working with my students, having conferences, but I was very unsure about what that actually meant. I began to encourage my students to sign up to confer with me once they decided they needed help. I would call these students one by one to my table to confer, and I felt as though I was making a difference in their writing. After a while I began to notice that I was working with the same students over and over again, and they were continuingly coming to me with the same questions, concerns, and problems with their writing. It became clear I was not working with all of the students in the room, and my conferences were not teaching these students to become better writers. 


In Best Practices in Writing Instruction, Michael Pressley explains that, “when conferring with students, the most effective teachers understand that the goal is to teach the writer, not just refine or fix the particular piece of writing” (Pressley, 2007). I knew that I was not effectively teaching the writer, but I was instead focusing my effort on fixing the particular pieces of writing the students would bring to me. Since I had received little training in this area, I still had the traditional view of a writing classroom (from my own educational experiences), and was just doing what I thought I should do to confer. Georgia Heard explains the view of a writing classroom that I initially came to teaching with; “In traditional writing classrooms – the classrooms I grew up in – the topic was assigned, the writing accomplished, and the product handed in for evaluation. There was seldom any listening or indeed any interaction at all among teacher, student, and writing” (Heard, 1989). My most recent writing experiences fit this traditional classroom model; I cannot remember having teachers who would confer about my writing process. I was assigned a topic, worked on my paper individually, handed in my paper, and then received comments after the fact from my instructors. I knew that as an elementary teacher that I needed to confer with my students, but I had no clue what these conferences were supposed to look like, how long they were supposed to last, what the teacher’s role was, and the real purpose of these conferences. 


How do teachers effectively confer with writing students? How long do effective writing conferences last? Where should the conferences take place? What do teachers say to hold effective conferences with students? What is the teacher’s role when conferring? What are the purposes of writing conferences? How do teachers use conferences to guide instruction? The purpose of this teaching project is to research the most effective methods for conferring in the writing classroom, and to explore how these methods may work in my own second grade classroom.

A Review of the Literature

I have always known that teachers were supposed to confer with students during writing time, but what is the purpose of these conferences? Fletcher and Portalupi explain that these writing conferences are “a unique one-on-one interaction between you and a student” (Fletcher, 2001). This conference time is a special time where each student gets individualized attention, and instruction, from his or her teacher. Fletcher and Portalupi go on to explain that the purpose of conferring is to attempt “to get a handle on what the student is doing (or trying to do) in the writing, and we draw on our knowledge of the history as a writer” (Fletcher, 2001). We then use what we have learned in order to help the student become a better writer. Katie Wood Ray and Lester Laminack explain simply that “the purpose is to teach, and everyone needs teaching” (Ray, 2001). After I read this, I realized that I needed to find a way to make sure that I was conferencing with every single student. My previous method of allowing my students to sign up for a conference was not addressing all of the students in my classroom. Even my fluent writers need teaching; every single student benefits from conferring with the teacher, even if they do not feel as though they need help with any specific piece. Calkins explains that, “our job in a writing conference is to put ourselves out of a job, to interact with students in such a way that they learn how to interact with their own developing drafts” (Calkins, 1994). It is the teacher’s job to teach students the process of writing, drafting, revising, and to give them the tools so that they can do these things on their own.


In her book The Art of Teaching Writing, Lucy Calkins explains that there are several different goals of a writing conference. Calkins explains that there are three different types of conferences that a teacher may have with a student. Each of these types has a different goal, or objective. The first type of conference that Calkins describes is a content conference. She explains that, “content conferences are just interested conversations about the content of writing or even about the content of our students’ lives” (Calkins, 1994). In these types of conferences the goal is to “mobilize” student thinking so that they have something to write about. By simply talking to them about a story, or something that happened in their lives, the students may get an idea about what to write and turn into a story. Students may have a difficult time deciding what to write about, so these types of conferences help them get writing. This type of conference helps to show the student that their stories and their voice is important to share; even the teacher will take time out of her busy day to hear the stories they have to tell! In these conferences, Calkins explains, the teacher should only focus on the content that the student will be writing about, the writing process should not be discussed. The teacher can also help the students to, “learn to anticipate their audiences’ hunger for information and to anticipate places where their reader may be confused and need clarification” (Calkins, 1994). Through talking about the content, teachers can ask clarifying questions and ask about certain parts that may need elaboration. Although the teacher should not directly tell the students to include these things in their writing, this will lead the students to see where they need to add more explanation, or perhaps more detail, in their stories. The teacher is the first audience for the story, so the teacher is a gage for what other people may want to know more about or be interested in. In these content conferences the teacher has a very specific role. The teacher’s role is to listen and to get the student excited about telling their story. Calkins explains that, “the force of listening will draw words out” (Calkins, 1994). Also that, “if a conference is going well, the child’s energy for writing increases. The child should leave the conference wanting to write” (Calkins, 1994). Having a teacher who is listening intently to the story, actively asking questions, and really engaged in what the student is saying should inspire the student to want to write more. Calkins concludes her discussion of content conferences by stating the purpose of these types of conferences; the “purpose of these conferences was simply to elicit what the writer already knew rather than to engage the writer in further exploration” (Calkins, 1994). The writer already know the story they are telling, but discussing with the teacher helps to bring this story out. The teacher is not trying to change the content of the story, but encourages the entire story be told.


The second type of writing conference that Calkins describes in The Art of Teaching Writing, is a design conference. In these types of conferences the teacher focuses more on the student’s writing process. What type of writing is the student working on? Calkins suggests that we need to ask ourselves as writers, “What kind of thing will I make out of this?” (Calkins, 1994). We need to decide, as writers, what is our purpose for writing.. As teachers, we need to guide our students into thinking this way about their own writing. In order to do this, the students “may need to cut apart the bits of their writing so they can quite literally sort each bit into its proper category” (Calkins, 1994). The students need to decide what their writing is going to look like, and how they are going to accomplish this goal. What bits and pieces are important in order to make their writing look and feel the way they intend? What genre is their writing? What part of the story should be the focus? 


Often students tell the whole story from very beginning to very end. In design conferences, the teacher can help the child focus in on the most important part of the story. Not all need to start at the very beginning and continue through the very end. In these types of conferences, the teacher can help the students tell a specific and detailed part of their story. Calkins explains that, “when a child decides to write an ‘M through P’ piece rather than tell ‘the whole story,’ that child is learning to focus as a writer” (Calkins, 1994). I find that my students often start a story first thing in the morning when they wake up, and end the story either when they get home (from whatever their story is really about) or when they go to bed that evening. I think that having design conferences with my students would help them to focus on what part of the story they really want to tell. Calkins suggests that to help focus the students’ writing, the teacher can have the students make a table of contents for the different “chapters” in their story. This will encourage the students to look at each of their writing subjects separately, and also encourage students to say more about each subject, or part, within their story. In order to begin this conference, Calkins suggests that the teacher may ask, “Why did you decide to start your draft this way?” This question focuses the conference on the design of the student’s writing. Did the student have a format or genre in mind when beginning their story? The purpose of this type of conference is to help the student see what type of writing they are doing, and to also encourage each student to truly think about what they want their writing to look like when they are through; what the focus of the writing will be. 


The third type of conference that Calkins describes in The Art of Teaching Writing is the process conference. In this type of conference, “we give children the chance to teach us about what they do when they write” (Calkins, 1994). It is in the process conference where we ask our students how they went about writing a particular piece. It is our duty as teachers to discover how a student went about writing something in order for us to be helpful. As teachers we also need to make sure that we keep in mind our job is to help students become better writers. We should help to develop this writing process so that they may approach the next piece with a more thoughtful, writer’s point of view and method. When discussing her ideas about process conferences, Calkins compares learning how to write with learning how to play tennis; it is simply not effective to look at and evaluate the end result. Yes, a tennis instructor tells you that the end result was that the ball went into the net, but how do you prevent this from happening the next time? This is what a process conference focuses on; how the writer arrived at their final product, and how they may or may not accomplish this same thing the next time they write. How can the writer arrive at a different result the next time they write? Calkins explains that, “if I am going to improve my game, I need help with the process rather than simply evaluations of the products” (Calkins, 1994). As discussed earlier, in the traditional writing classroom, the teacher leaves the writing process to the individual students, but then evaluates the final product. According to Calkins, this traditional model does not help to improve students’ writing process, but only shows them how their final product should or could be different (most of the time, better). Simply put, “we need to understand . . . how a student has gone about writing a [piece] if we’re going to be helpful” (Calkins, 1994). There are some questions that Calkins suggests that a teacher may as in these process conferences:

· How did you go about writing this? Did you just pick up your pencil and write straight through, or did you stop and think, or did you reread? What made you stop?

· What problems did you run into while gathering entries?

· How did you go about gathering seed ideas for your piece? Once you found the seed idea, was it easy to gather entries about it?

· How is your writing process changing?

· I notice you made some cross-outs here. What led you to do that?

All of these prompts lead the student to think about their individual writing process. With these types of questions, “our students describe the strategies they have used, and with our help, they speculate about strategies they might someday use” (Calkins, 1994). It is also effective for the teacher to tell the student what they notice about the student’s writing process. Drawing the students’ attention to what they already do will encourage the students to continue to do this in future writing. 


With the different types of conferences in mind, I still was wondering; what are the steps when conferring with students?. In their book The Writing Workshop: Working Though the Hard Parts (And They’re All Hard Parts), Katie Wood Ray and Lester Laminack explain that there are four parts of an effective conference: research, decide, teach, and make a record. Ray and Laminack make reference to Lucy Calkins’ explanation of these conference steps, so I turned to Calkins for a thorough explanation of these steps. Along with Hartman and White, Calkins thoroughly explains in her book One to One: The Art of Conferring With Young Writers the different steps of a conference and purposes of these steps. The first step when conferring is to research. In this stage of the conference, the teacher is to “observe and interview to understand what the child is trying to do as a writer. Probe to glean more about the child’s intentions” (Calkins, 2005). The goal “is to learn enough to discern what the writer is trying to do, able to do, and not quite doing” (Calkins, 2005). Basically, this stage of the conference is to learn the most information about the writer in order for the teacher to help the student become a better writer. During this stage, teachers often ask the writer many questions:

· Can you tell me about how you wrote this?

· How’s it going?

· What problems have you encountered while writing?

· When you read over your text, how do you feel about it?

· What are you planning to do next? What might you do?

· What kind of writing are you trying to do? 

· Do you have a sense of how you want your writing to be in the end?

· How long have you been working on this draft? (Calkins, 1994)

I notice that none of these questions focus on the content of the writing. This stage is not to fix the writing, but to learn what the writer is doing in order to write.


The next stage of a writing conference is the decision stage. Calkins explains that in this stage of the conference the teacher should “weigh whether you want to accept or alter the child’s current plans and processes. Decide what you want to teach and how you will teach it” (Calkins, 2005). At this stage of the conference, the teacher needs to decide what the child has done well, what to teach the child, and how to teach this to the child. Calkins reminds her readers that, “the important thing to remember when we decide what we will teach is that it’s far better to suggest a strategy a student might add to her repertoire than a one-shot solution” (Calkins, 1994). Writing teachers often try to help their students become better writers, but the writing still belongs to the individual student. The students are the ones who are in charge of making the important decisions about their writing pieces. 


The third stage of the conferring process is teaching. Once we have decided what we are going to teach to the student, based on our research, then we need to actually teach! Calkins explains that this stage is to “help the child get started doing what you hope he or she will do. Intervene to lift the level of what the child is doing” (Calkins, 2005). Calkins goes on to suggest that it is helpful for the students if the teachers are very transparent with what they are going to teach; tell the student what you are teaching them. At this point it is also helpful to “name what the child has done as a writer and remind the child do this often in the future” (Calkins, 2005). The teacher should make these connections clear for the student. The teaching should be transparent; what is the teacher suggesting the student might try in the future? And the connections to what the student is already doing well should be clear as well; what should the student continue to do? Before moving onto the next student, Calkins reminds teachers that, “it is important to remember to stick around and help the child get started on his own work before you move on so that you can ensure that what you have demonstrated transfers into his own understanding” (Calkins, 2005). Teachers should not abandon the student, but should give a little support to make sure they truly understand what was taught in the conference.


After having a conference, how does a teacher record these conferences? What does a teacher do before moving onto the next student? Calkins explains that often teachers begin the school year with a record keeping system that they quickly abandon because they are not truly useful to the teacher. She suggests that teachers should “create a form that requires us to record whatever it is we want ourselves to notice” (Calkins, 2005). These forms should be created with our teaching priorities in mind; whatever the teacher will look for or want to notice in student writing should be recorded on this form. Calkins explains that there are many benefits from a good record keeping system:

· Planning for conferring

· Observing strengths

· Noting teaching options

· Widening our repertoire

· Following up our teaching (Calkins, 2005)

If a teacher develops an effective record keeping system that is used consistently throughout the year, then “these records can reveal to you what it is you tend to notice (and not notice) about your writers” (Calkins, 2005). Keeping thorough records will help to guide planning and to decide which areas need work for specific students and for the class as a whole.


Conferring is an incredibly important aspect of a writing classroom, but how long are these conferences supposed to last? Where do these conference take place? Fletcher and Portalupi tell teachers to “keep these conferences short and punchy” while Ray and Laminack are more specific in their time frame: “A good conference lasts anywhere from about 2 to 7 minutes. This would mean that on a good day in a 45-minute independent segment of the workshop, we would have 6 to 8 conferences” (Ray, 2001).  The ultimate goal is to “see all of our students at least once a week” (Ray, 2001).  There is so much that teachers want to cover in these writing conferences, but Fletcher and Portalupi warn that, “you might find that you have so much to say you tend to overwhelm students with suggestions” (Fletcher, 2001) so teachers should try and focus on one teaching point per conference. Fletcher and Portalupi “strongly encourage teachers to go to the students for conferences. A lot of good teaching takes place in teacher-student conferences. While conferences are designed for a particular student, you will find that nearby students will eavesdrop and also benefit” (Fletcher, 2001). My system of having the students sign up for a conference and then calling students one by one to my table was going to have to change in order to have effective conferences with all of my students.
Methods

After spending time researching the different aspects of good writing conferences, I knew that I needed to make drastic changes to writers’ workshop. Taking Lucy Calkins’ advice, I designed a recording sheet that I would use to record and keep track of my conferences. I decided that I would make sure that I meet with every student at least once a week. In order to accomplish meeting with every student once a week, I would have every student’s name already on the recording sheet. I would also design the sheets so that they could be printed on shipping labels. This way at the end of every week I could transfer each student label onto their individual tracking sheet located in my assessment binder. I know that if I kept all of the sheets together in one place without organizing the records by student that I would be very unlikely to look back to notice any trends for individual students. As Calkins mentioned, teachers will not continue to use their record keeping system if the system is not designed specifically for their needs. 


I also wanted to keep track of the types of conferences that I was having with my students. If every time I met with a particular student I had a content conference, then I would make note that the next conference should be a different type. On these recording labels, I decided to include space to record what my teaching point was, and what my suggestions were for the student to work on. This way I would be able to track how each student was progressing with their individual goals. Please see appendix, item A for the recording sheet that I created, and have successfully used. I have been using the sheet successfully for about a month now.


As I began using this record keeping system, I found that I needed to make some changes in way that I thought I was going to keep my records. I originally thought that I would transfer the labels into my assessment binder every single day (at the end of writing time). I found that this was difficult for me to keep up with every day, and I also was unable to notice trends within the whole class. After the first week I began to wait until I had conferred with my whole class before transferring the labels to the students’ individual sheets. This way I was able to, weekly, take note of what types of mini lessons I should plan for the following week. After making note of the class’ trends, I would then transfer the labels. At this point I am able to look through the individual sheets. 


As I consciously made the choice to change the way I confer with student, I realized that I was occasionally focusing on “fixing” the writing. In order to help myself focus on improving the writer, not the writng, I created a little note card that I kept with my sheet of recording labels. I looked through the different questions that Calkins suggests that teachers use to start a conference and wrote these down on the card. I had to make a conscious effort to remind myself to look at thee questions before every conference. Old habits are sometimes hard to break. After the first week I did not need the reminder as often. Also, I found that it really helped me focus on discussing the writing process if I trained the students to immediately turn their writing papers over whenever I came to their desks. This way the students also knew that my focus was going to be on them and what they had to tell me rather than me “fixing” their stories. Our conferences often turned to the writing, but my initial discussion needed to start by focusing on the student. Not even being able to see the writing at first encouraged me to remain focused on the student’s writing process.


I also made sure to take the time to explain to the students that our conference time was going to change. The students were used to coming to me whenever they were stuck in their writing. I explained to them that they were going to start working through their problems on their own, or with help from their writing partners. They could no longer “sign up” for a conference, but that I was going to be coming to them to see what they were all working on. I also made sure to explain that this meant I was going to be coming to all of the students. 

Results

As Calkins describes, ineffective record keeping systems go unused in a classroom. It took me about two weeks to really get used to having my label sheets with me during the entire writing period. At first I thought that I would be able to go back at the end of the day and jot down my notes, but by the end of the second day I found that this was very ineffective. By the end of the day, I would have forgotten what the conference was specifically about, and sometimes even which students I had conferred with. Also, things always pop up after school so by day two I was already behind. Instead of relying on myself, I chose a very responsible and observant student to be in charge of my record-keeping clipboard. Whenever we move into writing, she automatically gets up, finds the clipboard, hands it to me, and make sure that my conferring purple pen is attached to the clipboard. I also trained the students to tell me to “write that down” before I move away from their desks. I found that as soon as I told the students my intentions and gave them the responsibility (to remind their forgetful teacher), I was forced to keep on track with my system. They also thought it was amusing to be encourage to tell their teacher what to do. I needed their help getting used to my new system.


By the end of the third week of using the system, I was noticing skills and ideas with which my entire class needed support. My entire class (excluding two students) needed to work on using quotation marks, and also making their stories sound more like stories than lists. This is something that I kind of knew before, but with the new system, it became very clear. I then used these trends to plan for the next weeks’ mini lessons. After only three weeks, I only had about three conferences per each student. At this point I do not feel as though I have enough individual conference notes to be able to notice any trends, but I can see how this system is going to force me to keep on top of everything that my students are doing; keeping detailed records as helped me hold my students accountable for their own learning. I am now able to mention to the students what we previously talked about to reinforce past teaching in each individual conference.


I have also noticed that the students were more proud of their writing. They have been able to take full ownership of their writing; I am no longer the one “fixing” it, but they have taken and used my suggestions in the best way they know how. The students also have learned that I can now hold them more accountable for their writing. I can make it clear what I expect to see in their writing by the time we confer again and now have a way of holding them accountable for it.


After having used this system consistently for a few weeks, I can see how tremendously important writing conferences are in a writing classroom. Students’ writing has become more focused, and more of their writing time has been spent on task; they never know if I will end up at their desk ready to confer. I am looking forward to seeing how much the writing in my classroom grows and develops between now and the end of the year. I also think that it will be really helpful to implement this new way of conferring at the beginning of next school year. Spending an entire year conferring this way will do wonders for their writing. It will also allow me to know each student as a writer on a deeper level; I will know specific strengths and weaknesses of every individual student. 

Appendix:

 Item A: Conference recording labels. I left off the student names in interest of my students.
	Name ________________ Date__________

Doing well...

Teaching Point / Goal for future

Content    Design     Process
	
	Name ________________ Date__________

Doing well...

Teaching Point / Goal for future

Content    Design     Process

	Name ________________ Date__________

Doing well...

Teaching Point / Goal for future

Content    Design     Process
	
	Name ________________ Date__________

Doing well...

Teaching Point / Goal for future

Content    Design     Process

	Name ________________ Date__________

Doing well...

Teaching Point / Goal for future

Content    Design     Process
	
	Name ________________ Date__________

Doing well...

Teaching Point / Goal for future

Content    Design     Process

	Name ________________ Date__________

Doing well...

Teaching Point / Goal for future

Content    Design     Process
	
	Name ________________ Date__________

Doing well...

Teaching Point / Goal for future

Content    Design     Process

	Name ________________ Date__________

Doing well...

Teaching Point / Goal for future

Content    Design     Process
	
	Name ________________ Date__________

Doing well...

Teaching Point / Goal for future

Content    Design     Process


References:
Anderson, Carl. How's It Going?: A Practical Guide to Conferring with Student Writers. Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann, 2000. Print. 

Calkins, Lucy, Amanda Hartman, and Zoe White. One to One: the Art of Conferring with Young Writers. Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann, 2005. Print. 

Calkins, Lucy. The Art of Teaching Writing. Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann, 1994. Print. 

Christenson, Teresa A. Supporting Struggling Writers in the Elementary Classroom. Newark, Delaware.: International Reading Association, 2002. Print. 

Fletcher, Ralph J., and JoAnn Portalupi. Writing Workshop: the Essential Guide. Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann, 2001. Print. 

Freeman, Marcia S. Teaching the Youngest Writers: a Practical Guide. Gainesville, FL: Maupin House, 1998. Print. 

Graham, Steve, Charles A. MacArthur, and Jill Fitzgerald. Best Practices in Writing 
Instruction. New York, Ny. The Guilford Press, 2007. Print.
Heard, Georgia. For the Good of the Earth and Sun: Teaching Poetry. Portsmouth, NH. 
Heinemann, 1989. Print.
Ray, Katie Wood, and Lester L. Laminack. The Writing Workshop: Working through the Hard Parts (and They're All Hard Parts). Urbana, IL: National Council of Teachers of English, 2001. Print. 

Ray, Katie Wood. Wondrous Words: Writers and Writing in the Elementary Classroom. 
Urbana, IL: National Council of Teachers of English, 1999. Print. 
Writer’s Memo

When first starting to put this teaching project together, I decided that I needed to learn as much about writing conferences as I could before planning changes in my classroom. In order to do this, I spent a good amount of time researching, reading, understanding, and putting together the literature review section of this project. I felt as though this was necessary in order to fully know what direction to take when changing my writing classroom. I knew that I was going to change what conferences looked like in my classroom, but wanted to have a clear picture of the suggested best practices before beginning. In my first draft, I simply focused on reviewing the literature to achieve this goal. 


After completing the review of literature, I implemented the changes in my classroom for a few weeks before I wrote the “Method” and “Results” section of my project. I wanted to make sure that I tried my system, and had enough time to work out the kinks before writing about what I did and how it worked. I am glad that I took this time in between the first and second draft. This time away allowed me to revise my writing with fresh eyes. I find that when I am so immersed in my writing, I often read what I think should be on the page instead of what is actually there. This time also allowed me time to truly understand what the experts meant because I had a chance to try their ideas for myself. When writing the second draft, I revised the “Review of Literature” and was now able to include my “Method” and “Results” section. 


Writing an expository text takes a lot of time, and there should be many chances to come back to the text throughout the process. Also, it is difficult to have a set time constraint on completing the text. If I had been asked to complete this project in a week, or even a few weeks, it would have been really difficult for me. I needed time to research, understand what I learned, apply what I learned, and use my new system for a good amount of time before I could complete the entire project. It will be difficult for me to continue to place time constraints or restrictions on my students writing; everyone has their own pace at which they work. As a teacher, I need to make sure that I allow for the time my students need. 


I took a few days away from my second draft before working on my final draft. When I came back to my second draft, I read it out loud to myself several times to try and catch any grammatical errors, and to make sure that it sounded right to me. I really do think that reading something aloud helps writers hear their own mistakes. Since I have realized this, I have started to encourage all of my students to read their writing out loud to themselves as a way to revise their own writing. I previously wanted writing time to be a very quiet time in the classroom to allow the students to fully concentrate on their own work. I find that allowing the students, and in fact encouraging the students, to talk about their writing, to read their writing aloud, and to share the work they are proud of has created a more supportive writing community. 

Conferring in a second grade classroom – Draft 1


Writing has always been the most challenging subject for me to teach in my second grade classroom. After completing my undergraduate education, I felt completely unprepared to teach children how to write. Once getting into the classroom, I was given no training in the writing curriculum and continued to feel completely unqualified to teach writing. Soon the mini lessons began to flow, but I did not really know what my role was once the students were individually writing. I knew I should be conferencing with my students, but I was very unsure about what that actually meant. I started to have a sign up sheet for students who needed to confer with me. I would call these students to my table to confer, and I felt as though I was making a difference in their writing. I began to notice that I was conferring with the same students over and over again, and they were coming to me with the same problems over and over again. Clearly I was not working with all of the students in the room, and my conferences were not teaching these students how to write better. 


In Best Practices in Writing Instruction, Michael Pressley explains that, “when conferring with students, the most effective teachers understand that the goal is to teach the writer, not just refine or fix the particular piece of writing” (Pressley, 2007). I knew that I was not effectively teaching the writing, but I was instead focusing my effort on fixing the particular pieces of writing the students would bring to me. Since I had received little training in teaching writing, I had the traditional view of a writing classroom in my head, and was just doing what I thought I should do to confer. Georgia Heard explains the view of a writing classroom that I initially came to teaching with; “In traditional writing classrooms – the classrooms I grew up in – the topic was assigned, the writing accomplished, and the product handed in for evaluation. There was seldom any listening or indeed any interaction at all among teacher, student, and writing” (Heard, 1989). My most recent writing experiences fit this traditional classroom model; I cannot remember teachers who would confer about my writing process, but would be assigned a topic, hand in my paper, and then receive comments after the fact from my instructors. I knew that as an elementary teacher that I needed to confer with my students, but I had no clue what these conferences were suppose to look like, how long they were supposed to last, what the teacher’s role was, and the real purpose of these conference. 


How do teachers effectively conference with their students? How long do these conferences last? Where should the conferences take place? What do teachers say to hold effective conferences with students? What is the teacher’s role in writing conferences? What are the purposes of writing conferences? How do teachers use conferences to guide instruction? How should teachers plan for writing conferences? The purpose of this teaching project is to research the most effective methods for conferring in the writing classroom, and to explore how these methods may work in my own second grade classroom.

A Review of the Literature

I have always known that teachers were supposed to confer with students during writing time, but what is the purpose of these conferences? Fletcher and Portalupi explain that these writing conferences are “a unique one-on-one interaction between you and a student” (Fletcher, 2001). This conferring time is a special time where each student gets individualized attention from his or her teacher. Fletcher and Portalupi go on to explain that the purpose of conferring is to attempt “to get a handle on what the student is doing (or trying to do) in the writing, and we draw on our knowledge of the history as a writer” (Fletcher, 2001). We then use what we have learned in order to help the student become a better writer. Katie Wood Ray and Lester Laminack explain simply that “the purpose is to teach, and everyone needs teaching” (Ray, 2001). After I read this, I realized that I needed to find a way to make sure that I was conferencing with every single student. My previous method of allowing my students to sign up for a conference was not addressing all of the students in my classroom. Even my really fluent writers need teaching; every single student will benefit from conferring with the teacher. Calkins explains that, “our job in a writing conference is to put ourselves out of a job, to interact with students in such a way that they learn how to interact with their own developing drafts” (Calkins, 1994). It is the teacher’s job to teach students the process of writing, drafting, revising, and to give them the tools so that they can do these things on their own.


In her book The Art of Teaching Writing, Lucy Calkins explains that there are several different goals of a writing conference. Calkins explains that there are three different types of conferences that a teacher may have with a student. Each of these types of conferences has a different goal. The first type of conference that Calkins describes is a content conference. She explains that, “content conferences are just interested conversations about the content of writing or even about the content of our students’ lives” (Calkins, 1994). In these types of conferences the goal is to “mobilize” student thinking so that they have something to write about. By simply talking to them about a story, or something that happened in their lives, the students may get an idea about what to write for a story. Students can get stuck thinking about the content of their stories, so these types of conferences help them get writing. In these conferences, Calkins explains, the teacher should only focus on the content that the student will be writing about, the writing process should not be discussed. The teacher can also help the students to, “learn to anticipate their audiences’ hunger for information and to anticipate places where their reader may be confused and need clarification” (Calkins, 1994). Through talking about the content, teachers can ask clarifying questions and ask to hear more about certain things. Although the teacher should not directly tell the students to include these things in their writing, this will lead the students to see where they need to add more explanation or perhaps more detail in their stories. The teacher is the first audience for the story.  In these content conferences the teacher has a very specific role. The teacher’s role is to listen and to get the student excited about their story. Calkins explains that, “the force of listening will draw words out” (Calkins, 1994). Also that, “If a conference is going well, the child’s energy for writing increases. The child should leave the conference wanting to write” (Calkins, 1994). Having a teacher be listening intently to the story, actively asking questions, and really engaged in what the student is saying should inspire the student to want to write more. Calkins concludes her discussion of content conferences by stating the purpose of these types of conferences; the “purpose of these conferences was simply to elicit what the writer already knew rather than to engage the writer in further exploration” (Calkins, 1994). The writer already know the story they are telling, but discussing with the teacher helps to bring this story out.


The second type of writing conference that Calkins describes in The Art of Teaching Writing, is a design conference. In these types of conferences the teacher focuses more on the student’s writing process. What type of writing is the student trying to write? Calkins suggests that we need to ask ourselves, “What kind of thing will I make out of this?” (Calkins, 1994). We need to decide, as writers, what is our purpose for writing what we are writing. As teachers, we need to guide our students into thinking this way about their own writing. In order to do this, the students “may need to cut apart the bits of their writing so they can quite literally sort each bit into its proper category” (Calkins, 1994). The students need to decide what their writing is going to look like, and how they are going to accomplish this goal. What genre is their writing? What part of the story is the part they want to focus on? Often students tell the whole story from beginning to very end. In these types of conferences, the teacher can help the child focus in on the really important part of the story. Not all need to start at the very beginning and continue through the very end. In these types of conferences, the teacher can help the students tell a specific and detailed part of their story. Calkins explains that, “when a child decides to write an ‘M through P’ piece rather than tell ‘the whole story,’ that child is learning to focus as a writer” (Calkins, 1994). I find that my students often start a story first thing in the morning when they wake up, and end the story either when they get home (from whatever their story is really about) or when they go to bed that evening. I think that having design conferences with my students would help them to focus on what part of the story they really want to tell. Calkins suggests that to help focus the students’ writing, the teacher can have the students make a table of contents for the different “chapter” in their story. This will encourage the students to look at each of their writing subjects separately, and also encourage students to say more about each subject, or part, within their story. In order to begin this conference, Calkins suggests that the teacher may ask, “Why did you decide to start your draft this way?” This question focuses the conference on the design of the writing that the student is doing. Did the student have a format in mind when beginning their story? The purpose of this type of conference is to help the student see what type of writing they are doing, and to also encourage each student to truly think about what they want their writing to look like when they are trough; what the focus of the writing will be. 


The third type of conference that Calkins describes in The Art of Teaching Writing is the Process Conference. In this type of conference, “we give children the chance to teach us about what they do when they write” (Calkins, 1994). It is in the process conference where we ask our students how they went about writing a particular piece. It is our duty as teachers to discover how a student went about writing something in order for us to be helpful. As teachers we also need to make sure that we keep in mind our job is to help students become better writers. We should help to develop this writing process so that they may approach the next piece with a more thoughtful, writer’s point of view. When discussing process conferences, Calkins compares learning how to write with learning how to play tennis. It is simply not effective to look at and evaluate the end result. Yes, a teacher tells you that the end result was that the ball went into the net, but how do you prevent this from happening the next time? This is what a process conference focuses on; how the writer arrived at their final product, and how they may or may not accomplish this same thing the next time they write. Calkins explains that, “if I am going to improve my game, I need help with the process rather than simply evaluations of the products” (Calkins, 1994). As discussed earlier, in the traditional writing classroom, the teacher is fairly hands off through the entire writing process, but then evaluates the end product. According to Calkins, this traditional model does not help to improve students’ writing process, but only shows them how their final product should be different. Simply put, “we need to understand . . . how a student has gone about writing a [piece] if we’re going to be helpful” (Calkins, 1994). There are some questions that Calkins suggests that a teacher may as in these process conferences:

· How did you go about writing this? Did you just pick up your pencil and write straight through, or did you stop and think, or did you reread? What made you stop?

· What problems did you run into while gathering entries?

· How did you go about gathering seed ideas for your piece? Once you found the seed idea, was it easy to gather entries about it?

· How is your writing process changing?

· I notice you made some cross-outs here. What led you to do that?

All of these prompts lead the student to think about how they went about writing. With these types of questions, “our students describe the strategies they have used, and with our help, they speculate about strategies they might someday use” (Calkins, 1994). It is also effective for the teacher to tell the student what they notice about their writing process. Drawing the students’ attention to what they already do will encourage the students to continue to do this while writing in the future. 


With the different types of conferences in mind, I still was questions what the steps were when conferring with students. In their book The Writing Workshop: Working Though the Hard Parts (And They’re All Hard Parts), Katie Wood Ray and Lester Laminack explain that there are four parts of an effective conference: research, decide, teach, and make a record. Ray and Laminack make reference to Lucy Calkins’ explanation of these conference steps, so I turned to Calkins for a deeper explanation of these steps. Along with Hartman and White, Calkins thoroughly explains in her book One to One: The Art of Conferring With Young Writers the different steps and purposes of these steps. The first step when beginning a conference is to research. In this stage of the conference the teacher is to “observe and interview to understand what the child is trying to do as a writer. Probe to glean more about the child’s intentions” (Calkins, 2005). The goal “is to learn enough to discern what the writer is trying to do, able to do, and not quite doing” (Calkins, 2005). Basically, this stage of the conference is to learn the most possible information about the writer in order to help them become a better writer. During this stage teachers often ask the writer many questions:

· Can you tell me about how you wrote this?

· How’s it going?

· What problems have you encountered while writing?

· When you read over your text, how do you feel about it?

· What are you planning to do next? What might you do?

· What kind of writing are you trying to do? 

· Do you have a sense of how you want your writing to be in the end?

· How long have you been working on this draft? (Calkins, 1994)


The next stage of a writing conference is the decision stage. Calkins explains that in this stage of the conference the teacher should “weigh whether you want to accept or alter the child’s current plans and processes. Decide what you want to teach and how you will teach it” (Calkins, 2005). At this stage of the conference, the teacher needs to decide what the child has done well, what to teach the child, and how to teach this to the child. Calkins reminds her readers that, “the important thing to remember when we decide what we will teach is that it’s far better to suggest a strategy a student might add to her repertoire than a one-shot solution” (Calkins, 1994). Writing teachers always try to help their students become better writers, but the writing still belongs to the individual student, they are the ones who are in charge of making the important decisions about their writing pieces. 


The final stage of the conferring process is teaching. Once we have decided what we are going to teach to the student, based on our research, then we need to actually teach! Calkins explains that this stage is to “help the child get started doing what you hope he or she will do. Intervene to lift the level of what the child is doing” (Calkins, 2005). Calkins goes on to suggest that it is helpful for the students if the teachers are very transparent with what they are going to teach; tell the student what you are teaching them. At this point it is also helpful to “name what the child has done as a writer and remind the child do this often in the future” (Calkins, 2005). The teacher should make these connections clear for the student. The teaching should be transparent; what is the teacher suggesting the student might try in the future? And the connections to what the student is already doing well should be clear as well; what should the student continue to do? Before moving onto the next student, Calkins reminds teachers that, “it is important to remember to stick around and help the child get started on his own work before you move on so that you can ensure that what you have demonstrated transfers into his own understanding” (Calkins, 2005). Teachers should not abandon the student, but should give a little support to make sure they truly understand what was taught in the conference.


After having a conference, how does a teacher record these conferences? What does a teacher do before moving onto the next student? Calkins explains that often teachers begin the school year with a record keeping system that they quickly abandon simply because they are not truly useful to the teacher. She suggests that teachers should “create a form that requires us to record whatever it is we want ourselves to notice” (Calkins, 2005). These forms should be created with our teaching priorities in mind; whatever the teacher will look for or want to notice in student writing should be on this form. Calkins explains that there are many benefits from a good record keeping system:

· Planning for conferring

· Observing strengths

· Noting teaching options

· Widening our repertoire

· Following up our teaching (Calkins, 2005)

If a teacher develops an effective record keeping system that is used consistently, then “these records can reveal to you what it is you tend to notice (and not notice) about your writers” (Calkins, 2005). Keeping good records will help to guide planning and to decide which areas need work for specific students and for the class as a whole.


Clearly conferring is an incredibly important aspect of a writing classroom, but how long are these conferences supposed to last? Where do these conference take place? Fletcher and Portalupi tell teachers to “keep these conferences short and punchy” while Ray and Laminack are more specific in their time frame: “A good conference lasts anywhere from about 2 to 7 minutes. This would mean that on a good day in a 45-minute independent segment of the workshop, we would have 6 to 8 conferences” (Ray, 2001).  The ultimate goal is to “see all of our students at least once a week” (Ray, 2001).  There is so much that teachers want to cover in these writing conferences, but Fletcher and Portalupi warn that, “you might find that you have so much to say you tend to overwhelm students with suggestions” (Fletcher, 2001) so teachers should try and focus on one teaching point per conference. Fletcher and Portalupi “strongly encourage teachers to go to the students for conferences. A lot of good teaching takes place in teacher-student conferences. While conferences are designed for a particular student, you will find that nearby students will eavesdrop and also benefit” (Fletcher, 2001). My system of having the students sign up as these needed conferences and then calling them to my table was going to have to change in order to have effective conferences with all of my students.

Conferring in a second grade classroom – Draft 2


Writing has always been the most challenging subject to teach in my second grade classroom. After completing my undergraduate education, I felt completely unprepared to teach children how to write. Once getting into the classroom, I was given no training in the writing curriculum and continued to feel completely unqualified to teach writing. Soon the Lucy Calkins’ mini lessons began to feel natural, but my role once the students began writing was still unclear. I knew I should be working with my students, having conferences, but I was very unsure about what that actually meant. I began allowing my students to sign up to confer with me once they decided they needed help. I would call these students to my table to confer, and I felt as though I was making a difference in their writing. I began to notice that I was working with the same students over and over again, and they were continuingly coming to me with the same problems. It became clear I was not working with all of the students in the room, and my conferences were not teaching these students to become better writers. 


In Best Practices in Writing Instruction, Michael Pressley explains that, “when conferring with students, the most effective teachers understand that the goal is to teach the writer, not just refine or fix the particular piece of writing” (Pressley, 2007). I knew that I was not effectively teaching the writer, but I was instead focusing my effort on fixing the particular pieces of writing the students would bring to me. Since I had received little training in teaching writing, I still had the traditional view of a writing classroom (from my own educational experiences), and was just doing what I thought I should do to confer. Georgia Heard explains the view of a writing classroom that I initially came to teaching with; “In traditional writing classrooms – the classrooms I grew up in – the topic was assigned, the writing accomplished, and the product handed in for evaluation. There was seldom any listening or indeed any interaction at all among teacher, student, and writing” (Heard, 1989). My most recent writing experiences fit this traditional classroom model; I cannot remember having teachers who would confer about my writing process. I was assigned a topic, worked on my paper individually, handed in my paper, and then received comments after the fact from my instructors. I knew that as an elementary teacher that I needed to confer with my students, but I had no clue what these conferences were supposed to look like, how long they were supposed to last, what the teacher’s role was, and the real purpose of these conferences. 


How do teachers effectively confer with their students? How long do these conferences last? Where should the conferences take place? What do teachers say to hold effective conferences with students? What is the teacher’s role when conferring? What are the purposes of writing conferences? How do teachers use conferences to guide instruction? The purpose of this teaching project is to research the most effective methods for conferring in the writing classroom, and to explore how these methods may work in my own second grade classroom.

A Review of the Literature

I have always known that teachers were supposed to confer with students during writing time, but what is the purpose of these conferences? Fletcher and Portalupi explain that these writing conferences are “a unique one-on-one interaction between you and a student” (Fletcher, 2001). This conference time is a special time where each student gets individualized attention, and instruction, from his or her teacher. Fletcher and Portalupi go on to explain that the purpose of conferring is to attempt “to get a handle on what the student is doing (or trying to do) in the writing, and we draw on our knowledge of the history as a writer” (Fletcher, 2001). We then use what we have learned in order to help the student become a better writer. Katie Wood Ray and Lester Laminack explain simply that “the purpose is to teach, and everyone needs teaching” (Ray, 2001). After I read this, I realized that I needed to find a way to make sure that I was conferencing with every single student. My previous method of allowing my students to sign up for a conference was not addressing all of the students in my classroom. Even my fluent writers need teaching; every single student will benefit from conferring with the teacher, even if they do not feel as though they need help. Calkins explains that, “our job in a writing conference is to put ourselves out of a job, to interact with students in such a way that they learn how to interact with their own developing drafts” (Calkins, 1994). It is the teacher’s job to teach students the process of writing, drafting, revising, and to give them the tools so that they can do these things on their own.


In her book The Art of Teaching Writing, Lucy Calkins explains that there are several different goals of a writing conference. Calkins explains that there are three different types of conferences that a teacher may have with a student. Each of these types has a different goal or objective. The first type of conference that Calkins describes is a content conference. She explains that, “content conferences are just interested conversations about the content of writing or even about the content of our students’ lives” (Calkins, 1994). In these types of conferences the goal is to “mobilize” student thinking so that they have something to write about. By simply talking to them about a story, or something that happened in their lives, the students may get an idea about what to write and turn into a story. Students may have a difficult time deciding what to write about, so these types of conferences help them get writing. This type of conference helps to show the student that their stories and their voice is important to share; even the teacher will take time out of her busy day to hear the stories they have to tell! In these conferences, Calkins explains, the teacher should only focus on the content that the student will be writing about, the writing process should not be discussed. The teacher can also help the students to, “learn to anticipate their audiences’ hunger for information and to anticipate places where their reader may be confused and need clarification” (Calkins, 1994). Through talking about the content, teachers can ask clarifying questions and ask about certain parts that may need elaboration. Although the teacher should not directly tell the students to include these things in their writing, this will lead the students to see where they need to add more explanation, or perhaps more detail, in their stories. The teacher is the first audience for the story, so the teacher is a gage for what other people may want to know more about or be interested in. In these content conferences the teacher has a very specific role. The teacher’s role is to listen and to get the student excited about telling their story. Calkins explains that, “the force of listening will draw words out” (Calkins, 1994). Also that, “if a conference is going well, the child’s energy for writing increases. The child should leave the conference wanting to write” (Calkins, 1994). Having a teacher who is listening intently to the story, actively asking questions, and really engaged in what the student is saying should inspire the student to want to write more. Calkins concludes her discussion of content conferences by stating the purpose of these types of conferences; the “purpose of these conferences was simply to elicit what the writer already knew rather than to engage the writer in further exploration” (Calkins, 1994). The writer already know the story they are telling, but discussing with the teacher helps to bring this story out. The teacher is not trying to change the content of the story, but encourages the entire story be told.


The second type of writing conference that Calkins describes in The Art of Teaching Writing, is a design conference. In these types of conferences the teacher focuses more on the student’s writing process. What type of writing is the student working on? Calkins suggests that we need to ask ourselves as writers, “What kind of thing will I make out of this?” (Calkins, 1994). We need to decide, as writers, what is our purpose for writing.. As teachers, we need to guide our students into thinking this way about their own writing. In order to do this, the students “may need to cut apart the bits of their writing so they can quite literally sort each bit into its proper category” (Calkins, 1994). The students need to decide what their writing is going to look like, and how they are going to accomplish this goal. What bits and pieces are important in order to make their writing look and feel the way they intend? What genre is their writing? What part of the story should be the focus? 


Often students tell the whole story from very beginning to very end. In design conferences, the teacher can help the child focus in on the most important part of the story. Not all need to start at the very beginning and continue through the very end. In these types of conferences, the teacher can help the students tell a specific and detailed part of their story. Calkins explains that, “when a child decides to write an ‘M through P’ piece rather than tell ‘the whole story,’ that child is learning to focus as a writer” (Calkins, 1994). I find that my students often start a story first thing in the morning when they wake up, and end the story either when they get home (from whatever their story is really about) or when they go to bed that evening. I think that having design conferences with my students would help them to focus on what part of the story they really want to tell. Calkins suggests that to help focus the students’ writing, the teacher can have the students make a table of contents for the different “chapters” in their story. This will encourage the students to look at each of their writing subjects separately, and also encourage students to say more about each subject, or part, within their story. In order to begin this conference, Calkins suggests that the teacher may ask, “Why did you decide to start your draft this way?” This question focuses the conference on the design of the student’s writing. Did the student have a format or genre in mind when beginning their story? The purpose of this type of conference is to help the student see what type of writing they are doing, and to also encourage each student to truly think about what they want their writing to look like when they are through; what the focus of the writing will be. 


The third type of conference that Calkins describes in The Art of Teaching Writing is the process conference. In this type of conference, “we give children the chance to teach us about what they do when they write” (Calkins, 1994). It is in the process conference where we ask our students how they went about writing a particular piece. It is our duty as teachers to discover how a student went about writing something in order for us to be helpful. As teachers we also need to make sure that we keep in mind our job is to help students become better writers. We should help to develop this writing process so that they may approach the next piece with a more thoughtful, writer’s point of view and method. When discussing her ideas about process conferences, Calkins compares learning how to write with learning how to play tennis; it is simply not effective to look at and evaluate the end result. Yes, a tennis instructor tells you that the end result was that the ball went into the net, but how do you prevent this from happening the next time? This is what a process conference focuses on; how the writer arrived at their final product, and how they may or may not accomplish this same thing the next time they write. How can the writer arrive at a different result the next time they write? Calkins explains that, “if I am going to improve my game, I need help with the process rather than simply evaluations of the products” (Calkins, 1994). As discussed earlier, in the traditional writing classroom, the teacher leaves the writing process to the individual students, but then evaluates the final product. According to Calkins, this traditional model does not help to improve students’ writing process, but only shows them how their final product should or could be different (most of the time, better). Simply put, “we need to understand . . . how a student has gone about writing a [piece] if we’re going to be helpful” (Calkins, 1994). There are some questions that Calkins suggests that a teacher may as in these process conferences:

· How did you go about writing this? Did you just pick up your pencil and write straight through, or did you stop and think, or did you reread? What made you stop?

· What problems did you run into while gathering entries?

· How did you go about gathering seed ideas for your piece? Once you found the seed idea, was it easy to gather entries about it?

· How is your writing process changing?

· I notice you made some cross-outs here. What led you to do that?

All of these prompts lead the student to think about their individual writing process. With these types of questions, “our students describe the strategies they have used, and with our help, they speculate about strategies they might someday use” (Calkins, 1994). It is also effective for the teacher to tell the student what they notice about the student’s writing process. Drawing the students’ attention to what they already do will encourage the students to continue to do this in future writing. 


With the different types of conferences in mind, I still was wondering; what are the steps when conferring with students?. In their book The Writing Workshop: Working Though the Hard Parts (And They’re All Hard Parts), Katie Wood Ray and Lester Laminack explain that there are four parts of an effective conference: research, decide, teach, and make a record. Ray and Laminack make reference to Lucy Calkins’ explanation of these conference steps, so I turned to Calkins for a thorough explanation of these steps. Along with Hartman and White, Calkins thoroughly explains in her book One to One: The Art of Conferring With Young Writers the different steps of a conference and purposes of these steps. The first step when conferring is to research. In this stage of the conference, the teacher is to “observe and interview to understand what the child is trying to do as a writer. Probe to glean more about the child’s intentions” (Calkins, 2005). The goal “is to learn enough to discern what the writer is trying to do, able to do, and not quite doing” (Calkins, 2005). Basically, this stage of the conference is to learn the most information about the writer in order for the teacher to help the student become a better writer. During this stage, teachers often ask the writer many questions:

· Can you tell me about how you wrote this?

· How’s it going?

· What problems have you encountered while writing?

· When you read over your text, how do you feel about it?

· What are you planning to do next? What might you do?

· What kind of writing are you trying to do? 

· Do you have a sense of how you want your writing to be in the end?

· How long have you been working on this draft? (Calkins, 1994)

I notice that none of these questions focus on the content of the writing. This stage is not to fix the writing, but to learn what the writer is doing in order to write.


The next stage of a writing conference is the decision stage. Calkins explains that in this stage of the conference the teacher should “weigh whether you want to accept or alter the child’s current plans and processes. Decide what you want to teach and how you will teach it” (Calkins, 2005). At this stage of the conference, the teacher needs to decide what the child has done well, what to teach the child, and how to teach this to the child. Calkins reminds her readers that, “the important thing to remember when we decide what we will teach is that it’s far better to suggest a strategy a student might add to her repertoire than a one-shot solution” (Calkins, 1994). Writing teachers often try to help their students become better writers, but the writing still belongs to the individual student. The students are the ones who are in charge of making the important decisions about their writing pieces. 


The third stage of the conferring process is teaching. Once we have decided what we are going to teach to the student, based on our research, then we need to actually teach! Calkins explains that this stage is to “help the child get started doing what you hope he or she will do. Intervene to lift the level of what the child is doing” (Calkins, 2005). Calkins goes on to suggest that it is helpful for the students if the teachers are very transparent with what they are going to teach; tell the student what you are teaching them. At this point it is also helpful to “name what the child has done as a writer and remind the child do this often in the future” (Calkins, 2005). The teacher should make these connections clear for the student. The teaching should be transparent; what is the teacher suggesting the student might try in the future? And the connections to what the student is already doing well should be clear as well; what should the student continue to do? Before moving onto the next student, Calkins reminds teachers that, “it is important to remember to stick around and help the child get started on his own work before you move on so that you can ensure that what you have demonstrated transfers into his own understanding” (Calkins, 2005). Teachers should not abandon the student, but should give a little support to make sure they truly understand what was taught in the conference.


After having a conference, how does a teacher record these conferences? What does a teacher do before moving onto the next student? Calkins explains that often teachers begin the school year with a record keeping system that they quickly abandon because they are not truly useful to the teacher. She suggests that teachers should “create a form that requires us to record whatever it is we want ourselves to notice” (Calkins, 2005). These forms should be created with our teaching priorities in mind; whatever the teacher will look for or want to notice in student writing should be recorded on this form. Calkins explains that there are many benefits from a good record keeping system:

· Planning for conferring

· Observing strengths

· Noting teaching options

· Widening our repertoire

· Following up our teaching (Calkins, 2005)

If a teacher develops an effective record keeping system that is used consistently throughout the year, then “these records can reveal to you what it is you tend to notice (and not notice) about your writers” (Calkins, 2005). Keeping thorough records will help to guide planning and to decide which areas need work for specific students and for the class as a whole.


Conferring is an incredibly important aspect of a writing classroom, but how long are these conferences supposed to last? Where do these conference take place? Fletcher and Portalupi tell teachers to “keep these conferences short and punchy” while Ray and Laminack are more specific in their time frame: “A good conference lasts anywhere from about 2 to 7 minutes. This would mean that on a good day in a 45-minute independent segment of the workshop, we would have 6 to 8 conferences” (Ray, 2001).  The ultimate goal is to “see all of our students at least once a week” (Ray, 2001).  There is so much that teachers want to cover in these writing conferences, but Fletcher and Portalupi warn that, “you might find that you have so much to say you tend to overwhelm students with suggestions” (Fletcher, 2001) so teachers should try and focus on one teaching point per conference. Fletcher and Portalupi “strongly encourage teachers to go to the students for conferences. A lot of good teaching takes place in teacher-student conferences. While conferences are designed for a particular student, you will find that nearby students will eavesdrop and also benefit” (Fletcher, 2001). My system of having the students sign up for a conference and then calling students one by one to my table was going to have to change in order to have effective conferences with all of my students.

Methods

After spending time researching the different aspects of good writing conferences, I knew that I needed to make many changes to my writing time. Taking Lucy Calkins’ advice, I designed a recording sheet that I would use to record and keep track of my conferences. I decided that I would make sure that I meet with every student at least once a week, so I would have every student’s name already on the recording sheet. I would also design the sheets so that they could be printed on shipping labels. This way at the end of every week I could transfer each student label onto their individual tracking sheet located in my assessment binder. I know that if I kept all of the sheets together in one place without organizing the records by student that I would be very unlikely to look back to notice any trends for individual students. As Calkins mentioned, teachers will not continue to use their record keeping system if the system is not designed specifically for their needs. 


I also wanted to keep track of the types of conferences that I was having with my students. If every time I met with a particular student I had a content conference, then I would make note that the next conference should be a different type. On these recording labels, I decided to include space to record what my teaching point was, and what my suggestions were for the student to work on. This way I would be able to track how each student was progressing with their individual goals. Please see appendix, item A for the recording sheet that I created. I have been using the sheet successfully for about a month now, unfortunately I do not have access to a working scanner to be able to include a sample of a used sheet or a individual student’s writing sheet.


As I began using this record keeping system, I found that I needed to make some changes in way that I thought I was going to keep my records. I originally thought that I would transfer the labels into my assessment binder every single day (at the end of writing time). I found that this was difficult for me to keep up with every day, and I also was unable to notice trends within the whole class. After the first week I began to wait until I had conferred with my whole class before transferring the labels to the students’ individual sheets. This way I was able to, weekly, take note of what types of mini lessons I should plan for the following week. After making note of the class’ trends, I would then transfer the labels. At this point I am able to look through the individual sheets. 


As I began holding my conferences with this new understanding about what conferences should look like, I realized that I was reverting back to focusing on “fixing” the writing. In order to help myself focus on improving the writer, I created a little note card that I kept with my sheet of recording labels. I looked through the different questions that Calkins suggests that teachers use to start a conference and wrote these down on the card. I had to make a conscious effort to remind myself to look at thee questions before every conference. Old habits are sometimes hard to break, but after the first week I did not need the reminder as often. Also, I found that it really helped me focus on discussing the writing process if I trained the students to initially turn their writing papers over whenever I came to their desks. This way the students also knew that my focus was going to be on them and what they had to tell me rather than me “fixing” their stories. Our conferences often turned to the writing, but my initial discussion needed to start by focusing on the student. 


I also made sure to take the time to explain to the students that our conference time was going to change. The students were used to coming to me whenever they were stuck in their writing. I explained to them that they were going to start working through their problems on their own, or with help from their people at their tables. They could no longer “sign up” for a conference, but that I was going to be coming to them to see what they were all working on. I also made sure to explain that this meant I was going to be coming to all of the students. 

Results

As Calkins describes, ineffective record keeping systems go unused in a classroom. It took me about two weeks to really get used to bring my label sheets with me to every students’ desk. At first I thought that I would be able to go back at the end of the day and jot down my notes, but I found that this was very ineffective by the end of the second day. By the end of the day I would have forgotten what the conference was specifically about, and sometimes even which students I had conferred with. Also, things always pop up after school so by day two I was already behind. Instead of relying on myself, I chose a very responsible and observant student to be in charge of my record-keeping clipboard. Whenever we move into writing, she automatically gets up, finds the clipboard, hands it to me, and make sure that my conferring purple pen was attached to the clipboard. I also trained the students to tell me to “write that down” before I move away from their desks. I found that as soon as I told the students my intentions and gave them the responsibility (to remind their forgetful teacher), I was forced to keep on track with my system. 


By the end of the third week of using the system, I was noticing areas that my students needed to focus on as an entire class. My entire class (excluding two students) needed to work on using quotation marks, and also making their stories sound more like stories than lists. This is something that I kind of knew before, but with the new system, it became very clear. After only three weeks, I only had about three conferences per each student. At this point I do not feel as though I have enough individual conference notes to be able to notice any trends, but I can see how this system is going to force me to keep on top of everything that my students are doing; keeping detailed records as helped me hold my students accountable for their own learning. I am now able to mention to the students what we previously talked about to reinforce past teaching in each conference.


I have also noticed that the students are much more proud of their writing then they had previously been. They have been able to take full ownership of their writing; I am no longer the one “fixing” it, but they have taken and used my suggestions in the best way they know how. The students also have learned that I can now hold them more accountable for their writing. It has become clear what I expect to see in their writing by the time we confer again.


After having used this system consistently for three weeks, I can see how tremendously important conferring about writing is to students. Their writing has become more focused, and more of their writing time has been spent on task because they never know if I will end up at their desk. I am looking forward to seeing how much the writing in my classroom grows between now and the end of the year. I also think that it will be really helpful to implement this new way of conferring at the beginning of the next school year. Spending an entire year conferring this way will do wondering for their writing. It will also allow me to know each student as a writer on a deeper level; I will specifically know strengths and weaknesses of every individual student. 

