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Research
Observe and interview to understand what the child is trying to do as a writer.  Probe to glean more about the child’s intentions.

A writing conference using opens with the teacher asking, “How’s writing been for you lately?” or “What have you been working on as a writer?”  Since young children are not initially skilled at articulating what they are trying to do as writers, teachers watch what the child has done and then name it.  “Oh!  I notice that you have sketched your story and now you are going back and adding labels” would be an appropriate response.  

Name what the child has already done as a writer and remind the child to do this in future writing.

Instead of looking for what a child has not yet done, it is important to study what the child has already done and listen for what the child is trying to do with an eye towards being able to name something the child has done as a writer that is valued and hope the child will remember to do always.  If the child has added speech bubbles, it would be appropriate to say “I love the way you have your characters—your people—talking and you include their exact words.  That’s just what writers do.”  If the child has added color to a drawing, it is appropriate to say something like “You didn’t just draw this any ol’ way, you tried to make it special.  Writers do that.  They try to make their drawings and their words special.”  The challenge, therefore, is to extrapolate from this one instance something the child should do again and again as a writer.
Decide

Weigh whether you want to accept or alter the child’s current plans and processes.  Decide what you will teach and how you will teach it.

The critical question at this juncture is “what will make the biggest difference not only on this day and in this piece, but for this writer and for all of his or her pieces from this day forward?”  Thus decisions need to be made whether to teach by giving the child guided practice, by demonstration, by explaining and showing an example, or by inquiry (rarely used with primary students).
Teach

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.

The teaching component of a conference could begin with “I have been watching you write and I have one thing to teach you,”  “I have one suggestion to make,” or “Can I show you one thing that writers do?”  When teaching writing it is important to coach into a writer’s actions in ways that lift the level of what he’s doing or that lead him along to the next step.  For example, to show a child that writers reread their writing and ask themselves “Does that make sense?” one could say, “Let me show you how writers reread their work.  Let’s reread this together and we’ll stop along the way to ask ‘Does that make sense?’” 
Link

Name what the child has done as a writer and remind the child to do this often in the future.

Always at the end of a conference it is important to name what the child has done and to encourage the child to continue doing this often, and in many pieces.

Three Kinds of Primary Conferences
Content Conferences – The listener (teacher or a peer) encourages the writer to talk in some detail about her subject.  The listener listens raptly to the writer, interjecting in ways that nudge the writer to say more.  “Wow!  I had no idea!”  the listener might say.  “So then what did you do?”  Sometimes the listener repeats what the writer has said.  “So let me get this straight,” the listener might say, and then retells the content in ways that spur the writer to add on.  Soon the writer has said a lot, and now the teacher/listener encourages the writer to record what she has said.  Often it is necessary to teach the writer a strategy for adding this content on—perhaps the writer needs to staple on a new sheet of paper, add a flap that can hold the new information, or start a new draft.
Expectation Conferences – If a writer is leaning back precariously in his chair or writing on his arms rather than on the paper, the teacher firmly and clearly lets the child know that his behavior doesn’t match expectations for writing time and for writers.  Then the teacher gets the child started on a more productive course.  Often expectation conferences pave the way for a second kind of conference.

Process-and-Goals Conferences -  If, for example, after having re-read his lead, a writer decides his lead needs revision, the teacher would give some help with what makes a better lead, etc.

Ten Kinds of Conferences – Intermediate and Above
Adapted from the work of Dewey Hensley

· PLANNING CONFERENCES --The aim is to help the student focus his or her piece during the prewriting stage.  This conference, focused on purpose, audience awareness and utilizing effective prewriting graphic organizers, can save a great deal of time later.  It can be effective either at the student’s desk or at a conferencing station.

· STATUS CHECKS—Short conferences focused on where a student is writing in the writing process.  Students work at different paces and have different writing processes; therefore it is good to check their status on an individual bases.  These can be done “over the shoulder” at the student’s desk.

· QUICK CONFERENCES—Short conferences that take place immediately after the teacher has taught a mini-lesson about the craft of writing.  By moving around the room the teacher can identify whether the student has practiced and applied the lesson to the draft of his or her piece.  The sooner this happens after the lesson the better; immediate application is best.  These can be done as the students write, with the teacher moving around the room and spending more time with those students who might have the most difficulty mastering the task.

· ANCHOR CONFERENCES—Students are provided with a mentor text/model of the genre they are writing or the skill to be mastered.  The teacher can then identify students, particularly those who are not experienced readers, and show them the qualities in the model to emulate. 
· GROUP CONFERENCES—The teacher sits with several students and facilitates a discussion between all of them.  This can focus on each student’s writing or it can be like an “intervention” where the entire meeting is called to help one student receive feedback.

· EXIT SLIP CONFERENCES—Students fill out exit slips identifying their audience, purpose, form, title, etc.  The teacher uses these to identify students with the greatest need and the next day makes certain to provide direction, instruction and feedback to those students.  This should happen early in the process and could ultimately save the student and teacher a great deal of time during the revision stage.

· REVISION MISSIONS—Students focus on one to three questions already posted on the board.  These usually relate to lessons that have been taught or, at least, specific characteristics of good writing associated with the form being produced.  It ends with a PLAN FOR REVISION, which the student uses as a next step guide for revision.

· ROUND ROBIN REVISION—Students are placed in circles of five or six.  A timer is set.  The students take drafts from other students in the room and pass them around the circle for the time allotted on the clock.  Students can be “experts” in certain areas examining the paper for those characteristics or qualities and providing feedback to the writer by writing questions or comments on a piece of paper attached to the piece.  It is possible to simply have questions written on the board for the group to answer about the piece as they pass it around.  Students must understand ethical responses to writing in order to provide this kind of feedback.  After the comments have been provided, the writers should be give access to the group for clarification of any comments.  

· ROUND ROBIN EDITS—The same as above, except the students identify THE LOCATION of editing errors by asking questions or referring to editing lessons the teacher has taught.

· CONFERENCES AT DIFFERENT STAGES—The idea is that conferencing occurs throughout the writing process rather than simply at the end of the next to last draft.  There are PREWRITING CONFERENCES designed to focus students on their audience and purpose; there are ROUGH DRAFT CONFERENCES that take place during the students work that focus on revision issues like IDEA DEVELOPMENT, ORGANIZATION, KEEPING FOCUS, LEADS, CLINCHERS, etc.; there are EDITING CONFERENCES aimed at polishing the student’s work for publication.  With some students it is possible to schedule all of these at the start of the process to provide them with timeline and deadline type goals.  Other student’s writing process may not allow for such an organized approach.

Other Ideas to Consider

· TEACH STUDENTS TO ALWAYS HAVE QUESTIONS ABOUT THEIR OWN WORK; this is higher level thinking.  It helps them to practice evaluation and self reflection.
· HAVE GRAPHIC ORGANIZERS READY TO USE TO HELP STUDENTS DURING A CONFERENCE
· POST CONFERENCING RULES 
· ALWAYS KEEP IN MIND THAT YOU ARE TEACHING THE WRITER NOT SIMPLY IMPROVING THE WRITING PIECE
	Sample Conferencing Questions

	Purpose
	Idea Development


	Organization
	Writer’s Craft

	· What do you hope to make happen with this piece?

· How do you expect the reader to react when they are finished reading this?

· Can you summarize your piece in one sentence?

· What is the main idea you hope to convey to your reader?

· If you were to change your story into a newspaper headline, what would it say?
	· Is there a place where you let the reader see something by describing it?
· Do you use “snapshots”?
· Do you use “thoughtshots”?
· Are there places where the reader can see, hear, smell, taste, and touch things in your piece?
· Highlight where you could describe something better?
· Tell me the reasons you believe this.  Could you explain these reasons in the piece?

· Why is this paragraph so short?  Isn’t there more you could say about this idea?  Is there an example of what you mean?

· Where are your reasons for believing this?  Do you explain this completely?
	· Make a timeline.  What happened first, second, third…?

· Where is your beginning, middle and end?

· Make an outline of your piece.

· If your story were a movie, what would happen first?  What would happen second? Etc.

· How did you decide to put these paragraphs in this order?  Are the most important first?  Are they in the order they happened?
	· Does your lead grab the reader’s attention and hook him/her?

· Do you have transitions between ideas in your paper, such as words like “next” or phrases like, “On the next day…”?
· Do you focus on one event?
· Are there similes?
· Do you make the reader see, touch, hear, smell, taste things?
· Where do you give examples of what you mean?

· Do you have an ending that helps the reader remember what you want them to think?


The responder should read the piece and ask the reader some of these questions.  The questions asked should be highlighted and the teacher or responder should write the ideas of what the student should work on in the box on the right.  This form might be used by the teacher or student to design mini-lessons.

	Purpose and Audience
	· Who is your reader?

· Do you give your reader all he or she needs to truly understand the piece?

· What strategies do you use to get your reader’s attention?

· What do you hope to accomplish with this piece of writing?

· Is this in your own words?

· Will the reader understand what everything means?

· Do your words and tone help the reader by matching what you want to accomplish?  Does your voice match the tone of the piece?  (Do you sound happy when you should be angry or funny when you should be serious?)

· Other Questions:


	What you can do to improve: 

	Idea Development and Support
	· What are the main ideas you hope to get across?

· Are there enough reasons or descriptions in your writing so the reader can “see” what you mean?

· Are there places the reader might need to know more?

· What is the weakest or most confusing paragraph?  Does it need more development?

· What additional information or description is needed?

· What unanswered questions might slow down the reader?

· Is the piece long enough, too short or too long?

· Other Questions:


	What you can do to improve:

	Organization
	· Can you follow the ideas step by step?

· Are there different ways to organize this piece?

· Does each idea support the point you are trying to make or the story you are trying to tell?

· Other Questions:


	What you can do to improve:



	Sentences
	· Do too many of the sentences sound the same length when you read the paper aloud?

· Are any of the sentences so short and choppy you should combine them with other sentences?

· Are there any incomplete sentences?

· Are there any sentences that run on and on?

· Other Questions:


	What you can do to improve:

	Language
	· Are there words that you repeat too often?

· Are there words that do not seem to fit?

· Are there words that are not appropriate for the audience?

· Do you use active verbs that describe what is going on?

· Do your verbs agree with their subjects?

· Other Questions:


	· What you can do to improve:



	Correctness
	· Do you meet all the rules of capitalization?

· Are there words we need to use the dictionary to check spelling?

· Are there any ways punctuation can be changed or added?

· Other Questions:


	· What you can do to improve:




· Revision Plan:  Your Next Three Steps With This Paper
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