
Tips for Holding Successful  
One-on-One Conferences  
With Students
The following tips for holding successful one-on-one conferences with students can be found in 
Welcome to Writing Workshop by Stacey Shubitz and Lynne R. Dorfman (© 2019. Portland, ME: 
Stenhouse).

Tip #1:  Keep in mind the true purpose of a writing conference.
There are many purposes for holding writing conferences with your students (see Figure 1 
below), but the true purpose of any conference is to move the writer, not the piece of 
writing, forward. During a one-on-one conference, you get to know your students better 
as writers and as people, and they get to know you as a writer. It’s a time to build their 
confidence, help them find their writing identity, individualize instruction, provide support, 
and offer specific feedback. 

Purposes for a Writing Conference

 To meet the needs of each individual student

 To carve out time to get acquainted with each student, find out interests, 
and assess attitudes

 To mentor and model for students so they can become effective at peer 
conferring

 To increase motivation to revise

 To provide immediate and ongoing feedback

 To provide a small, nonthreatening audience to share writing

 To identify a problem that can be worked on together

 To provide opportunities to ask for immediate clarification

 To teach informally: spelling, sentence structure, punctuation, usage, 
paragraphing, craft moves, and writing strategies

 To evaluate a student’s progress

 To teach students how to self-evaluate

 To set short-term and long-term goals

Figure 1 from Welcome to Writing Workshop, p. 97
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Tip #2:  Understand teacher and student roles in a writing conference.
Understanding how your role and the student’s role differ in a one-on-one writing 
conference helps ensure that the time you spend together is purposeful, productive, and 
efficient. As you are setting up your writing workshop classroom, share and discuss with 
students the chart below (Figure 2). You might also view the video “Teacher and Student 
Roles in a Conference” with students and lead a discussion about the differences they 
observe in the teacher’s and student’s roles: sten.pub/ww22 (link appears in Welcome to 
Writing Workshop, p. 109).

Teacher’s Role Student’s Role

  Set an agenda for the conference 
(often collaboratively with the writer).

  Explain what he is doing as a writer, rather 
than telling you what he is writing.

  Ask open-ended questions 
to figure out what the child is 
working on as a writer (not what 
she is writing).

  Actively listen to what the teacher is 
saying and ask questions if confused.

  Actively listen to the child so he 
can help you figure out what to 
teach him.

  Try out the strategy that is presented.

  Compliment the writer on 
something she is doing well.

  (Upper elementary students) Jot notes 
about what they learned in their writer’s 
notebook.

  Teach the writer one strategy that 
will move him forward as a writer.

  Apply the strategy to this piece of writing 
and future pieces of writing when 
applicable.

  Provide time for the child to ask 
questions while she’s having a go 
with the strategy you taught.

  Jot notes about the conference 
using your record-keeping tool of 
choice so you can monitor progress 
and plan for future instruction.

  Leave behind a tangible artifact—
using pictures and/or words—that 
reflects what you taught the student.

Figure 2 from Welcome to Writing Workshop, p. 108
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Tip #3:  Choose a conference location and keep your conferring materials 
organized and handy.
You may choose to move around the classroom or stay in one space during your 
one-on-one writing conferences. When you move around the classroom, you confer 
with your students at their seats or in their focus spots. This minimizes the number of 
children walking around and encourages students to stay on task because they never 
know where you’ll be. To help you keep your materials organized as you move from 
student to student, create a conferring toolkit (see Figure 3 below). You might also carry 
a lightweight, comfortable travel seat.

If you stay in one space, you will need to find a place away from your desk (if you have 
one) where you can confer sitting beside each student. Sit in a seat that doesn’t tower 
over your students and helps you maintain good eye contact with them. Look for a 
space in your classroom that is quiet and pleasant. Sometimes, you have to create one 
by using bookshelves and other furniture to set up a cozy nook.

Conferring Toolkits

Conferring toolkits are organization systems that help keep your writing workshop 
materials in one place. You can store your materials in a zippered three-ring 
portfolio. Or, if you are using a tablet to store your conference records and mentor 
texts, you might want to carry the rest of the supplies in a tote bag.

Toolkit Contents
 Lists of students’ writing goals

 Conferring notes

 Conferring menus

 Checklist and/or rubric

 Mentor texts you have studied with your students

 Your own writing (multiple copies so you can leave them with students)

 Former students’ published writing (multiple copies so you can leave them  
with students)

 Student work samples for all stages of the writing process

 Small copies of shared writing or class stories

 Mini-charts

 Small, typed-up versions of anchor charts you’ve displayed during minilessons

 Portable word wall

 Transition words/phrases list

 Reminder cards (e.g., tangible artifacts to leave behind at the end of a 
conference)
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Conferring Toolkits (cont.)

Office Supplies
 Glue stick, mini stapler, and/or transparent tape

 Highlighters

 Loose-leaf paper and/or legal pad

 Markers

 Paperclips

 Pens/pencils

 Scrap paper

 Spider legs or index cards (for revision)

 Sticky notes

 Your writer’s notebook

 Tab the pages where you collected and nurtured your idea

Figure 3 from Welcome to Writing Workshop, p. 121; ideas adapted from Jennifer Serravallo, 2006

Tip #4:  Choose an appropriate conference format.
There are several different one-on-one conference formats to choose from. The format 
you choose will depend on each individual student’s needs and goals. Different conference 
formats and their time frames are described in the following chart.

Conference Format Description

Research-Decide-Teach This five-minute conference provides an opportunity 
for explicit instruction that is targeted to the needs 
of one particular student. You can use this kind of 
conference anytime you want or need to do on-the-
spot conferring. See “How to Conduct a Research-
Decide-Teach Conference” below for more details.

Strategic This five-minute conference provides explicit 
instruction on one strategy based on a student’s 
writing goals. You should use this kind of conference 
once you’ve established writing goals for all of your 
students. It’s best to review your conferring notes 
before you sit down with a student so you will be 
ready to guide her in the proper direction. Continue 
to check in periodically with the writer about her 
writing goals so she can move forward as a writer.
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Conference Format Description

Coaching This seven-minute conference supports a writer who 
is struggling with a concept and needs help through 
a particular part of the writing process. You’ll use this 
kind of conference when you need to set the child 
up for success at the end of the conference. You can 
think of coaching conferences like a coach calling 
to the players while a game is in progress. You’re 
instructing the student with a writing strategy by 
whispering lean and succinct prompts, while engaging 
the child as he tries the strategy on his own. Keep a 
close eye on the time so you don’t spend more than 
seven minutes with the student. Longer than seven 
minutes usually means the child probably won’t add 
the strategy you’re teaching to his writing toolbox 
after you move on to confer with other students.

Mentor Text This five-minute conference provides you with an 
opportunity to study a text and teach a student a 
strategy that will lift the level of her work. You will 
engage in this kind of conference when you want to 
set the agenda by studying a text alongside a writer. 
There are two ways to do this:

 Option 1: Use inquiry by inviting a student to 
study a text with you, which enables her to 
discover the craft, name what she noticed, and 
transfer it to her own writing.

 Option 2: Show the student an example of a 
craft move an author made and provide an 
explanation of how to make that move.

Compliment-Only This three-minute conference raises the energy 
level or confidence of a writer. You’ll use this kind 
of conference when you wish to reinforce the 
exemplary work a child is already doing by noticing 
and naming it for him. You can use the following 
template, which was originated by Shana Frazin of 
the Teachers College Reading and Writing Project, for 
structuring this kind of conference:

 “I notice . . .”

 “This matters because . . .”

 “So anytime you are writing . . .”
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Conference Format Description

Sticky Note This is a one-minute, nonverbal conference where 
you write a note to a student about what she is doing 
well or what she should work on immediately. You’ll 
use this kind of conference when you’re short on 
time but need to reach all of your students in a given 
day. Although you can use sticky-note conferences 
anytime, they are often best used on a day when all of 
your students are doing the same kind of work (e.g., 
on a collecting day at the start of a new unit) and need 
lots of uninterrupted time to just write.

Table This five- to ten-minute conference allows you to reach 
a lot of students on the same day by moving from table 
to table. It’s often held at the beginning of a unit, when 
most or all of the students are at the same place in their 
writing. To conduct this kind of conference, identify a 
table or cluster of desks where a group of students is 
sitting. Then decide on one or two teaching points that 
would benefit most of the writers in that group. Next, 
choose a representative student from the group who 
needs that specific kind of help and ask if he minds if 
others listen in as you confer with him. Invite the other 
students to eavesdrop during your conference. After 
the conference, ask the students in the group to try 
the strategy you taught the individual student. Keep 
in mind that it’s okay if not every student at the table 
benefits from your teaching point—in some cases, 
you will be reinforcing what they already do well, and 
that won’t harm your writers. (Welcome to Writing 
Workshop, p. 103)

How to Hold a Research-Decide-Teach Conference
There are three parts to this conference:

1. Research
Spend the first couple of minutes investigating what the writer is working on by asking her 
open-ended questions, such as the following:

 What are you working on as a writer?
 How’s it going?
 What are you planning to do next and how do you plan for that to go?
 How do you feel about this piece?
  If you were going to fix up this piece of writing to make it much better, what would 
you do?

 Say more . . .
 Tell me more . . .
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2. Decide
Once you’ve pursued a few lines of questioning with the writer, it’s time to decide what to 
teach her. You’ll want to think of one compliment and one strategy for instruction. It’s okay 
to take a moment to think so you can make the best teaching decision. 

The compliment you give should be specific and focus on a skill you’ve observed. 
Be genuine and respond with emotion, saying what you saw or noticed rather than 
what you liked or loved about what the child did. (The latter places a value judgment 
on the child and makes her more dependent on your praise in the future.) Often your 
compliment will teach into the upper edge of what a child is doing as a writer by 
acknowledging an emerging strength or partial understanding you have observed in her 
writing. Complimenting in this way will increase the likelihood of moving the child further 
forward as a writer. A solid compliment should be about a paragraph of speech (e.g., five 
sentences long), recognizing the child for what she accomplished so she can replicate it 
again and again. You might link your compliment to your teaching point by saying, “You’re 
already doing this work well, so I want to give you another tip” or “I think you’re ready for 
the next step.” 

3. Teach
Next, you’ll teach the writer in front of you how to do something better as a writer. Most 
of the time you’ll do this by demonstrating the step-by-step process or by giving an 
explanation with an example. When you demonstrate, you’ll use a piece of writing (e.g., 
your writing, a student’s writing, or a published text) to help the student envision what 
you’re asking her to try on her own. Stay for a minute or two while the child tries the 
strategy you taught her. Before you step away so she can work independently, you’ll want 
to link back to your teaching point, stressing the transference of your teaching point to 
the child’s independent writing process or her toolbox of strategies. To do this, you might 
leave behind a tangible artifact—such as a sticky note or a premade label—that reflects 
the teaching point of your conference. You might also establish a time (e.g., later in the 
workshop, the next day) to follow up with the writer. Touching base—even if it’s quick—
helps students to be accountable for the things you teach them in a writing conference.

Tip #5:  Plan your conferring time and keep to your time limit.
Strive to keep most conferences three to seven minutes in length. Setting a stopwatch 
when each conference begins will help you keep to your time limit. Occasionally, you 
will bend this rule for a student who is inspired or needs a little more prodding to be 
inspired. If you have 25 students in your classroom, you will need to hold about five 
conferences daily to see everyone in the span of one week.

Some teachers find it helpful to use a Class-at-a-Glance grid to keep track of the 
students they’ve met with in a given week. Blank boxes serve as a reminder to check in 
with students who haven’t had a writing conference that week. Other teachers might 
use a visual conference tracker—which all students can see—to help them keep track 
of kids they’ve met with for a conference in a given week. A conference tracker can be 
created out of foam core and clothespins. The foam core can be divided in half: waiting 
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for a conference or had a conference. As you meet with each child, you can move their 
clothespin from the “waiting for a conference” side to the “had a conference” side so you 
can distribute your time equitably among your students each week. At the end of each 
week, you can shift all the clothespins back to the “waiting for a conference” side so you 
can start fresh the following week.

Tip #6:  Establish a record-keeping system.
You can jot your notes down at two different times while you’re conferring. One option is to 
write your notes while the student is actively engaged with the strategy you’ve taught. Another 
option is to record your notes between conferences with different students. You can record 
your notes on paper or digitally (i.e., using Evernote or Google Drive). There’s no one right way 
to keep conferring notes, so be prepared to try many different systems before settling on one 
that works for you. The method you choose should allow you to do the following:

 Hold yourself accountable to teaching in ways that have traction.

  Collect and consolidate large-scale data, so you can see patterns and trends across 
a class (or all your classes) and can teach whole-class and small-group instruction in 
response.

  Track an individual writer’s progress, seeing evidence of growth (or lack thereof), so 
your upcoming work with that writer can be informed by what you see and so that 
writer knows you are attending to his progress.

  Help writers track their own progress toward goals by teaching them to record 
what they are learning, what they are working toward, and what achievements 
they’ve made. (Welcome to Writing Workshop, p. 115)

Options for Keeping Conference Notes on Paper
  Jot down notes on a weekly Class-at-a-Glance grid that you keep on a clipboard or 
on the front page of a conferring binder. Each child has a box on the grid where the 
teacher records the child’s name, the date, a compliment, and a teaching point. 

  Use a three-ring binder and create a tab for each student. In each student’s section, 
record the student’s goals at the top of the page. Then jot notes in a four-column 
chart. Include the date, your compliment, your teaching point, and the next steps for 
that student.

  Jot your conference notes on sticky notes that you keep in a folder. At the end of 
each week, remove the sticky notes and transfer them into a notebook that has 
pages for each student.
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