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Student-Led Conferences

What

The research reported in A New Wave of Evidence, by Anne Henderson and Karen Mapp
supports that family involvement linked to student learning has a greater effect on
achievement than more general forms of involvement. Parents are familiar with
conferencing and although sometimes they may be nervous about meeting with their child’s
teacher, it is one avenue of communication through which schools attempt to reach as large
a percent of their families as they can. Ideally, parents are made aware of the student’s
progress at the conference and agree on areas on which the school and home will work
together.

Many teachers have discovered that additional positive outcomes associated with
conferencing can be realized through student-led conferences. The student is given the
responsibility of sharing a growth and progress report with his or her parents at a
conference scheduled for that purpose. Much planning is needed in the weeks leading up to
the conference so that students are adequately prepared when the conference day arrives.
They will see the value in setting goals and making plans for reaching those goals. The
teacher’s goals, in addition to building positive relationships with families, would include that
students will learn to take more responsibility for their learning and grow in their self-
confidence as learners. As a result of the conferences, families may be more engaged in
supporting their children’s learning at home which is linked to improved student
achievement.

So What

Students need a variety of experiences to make them believe they are competent and to
give them confidence. They also should be encouraged to take responsibility for their
learning as well as understand their own strengths and areas needing improvement. When
students are given an opportunity to lead a conference with their parents, they are totally
engrossed in the process rather than being left to view the conference as “something the
teacher and parents do.” Too often the student gets no feedback on the conference when
only parents and teachers are involved, or the parents may come down hard on the student
for lack of progress and the child has no chance to enter into the conversation. A student-
led conference requires the student to be involved in preparing the portfolio, planning, and
conducting the conference.

Now What

When you decide to implement student-led conferences in your classroom (or school) you
are committing to a new paradigm, one that requires several weeks of preparation and a
change in roles for all involved, especially the teacher and the student. Because students
will be in the “teacher’s chair,” they must be well prepared to perform with confidence and
style. They must not be placed in a situation where they have to “wing it.” Although the
teacher may be in the background during the conference, he or she will be very busy in the
weeks leading up to the conference so that the student is ready for the big day.

Audience: Teachers
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Materials

Post-its; Large Chart Paper labeled “Think of 20 Questions” (facilitator made); Set of
Transparencies (Indicated by a bold “T"); Set of Handouts (Underlined in the narrative);
Large Chart Paper labeled “Portfolio Contents Checklist” (Optional);

Foundation Components

¢ Introduction (T#1)
Using Handout #1: Student Led Conferences-What, So What, Now What, draw attention
to enough information to make clear to the participants the answers to the three major
guestions: What, So What, and Now What.

¢ Purpose of the Module
Share the purpose with the participants. This module was designed for staff
development with teachers who are discerning the possibility of including student-led
conferences in their classroom or have already made the decision to do so. A narrative
for the presenter as well as handouts and overhead transparencies are included. The
module can also be used as a self-study. It is available at this web site:
<www.iowaparents.org>.

¢ Goals (T#2)
Share the goals with participants.
That participants will...
Understand the benefits of student-led conferences
e Become aware of the logistics and options involved
e Take home a framework for planning and implementing
¢ Understand the value of positive home-school relationships

Opener (T#3 and “Think of 20 Questions” facilitator made chart.)

What questions come to mind when you consider introducing student-led conferences in
your classroom? I'm guessing there are at least 20. Take a minute to think of a couple you
probably had immediately when you began thinking about having students lead conferences
and write them on a post-it. (Allow thinking and writing time.)

Now move around the room, meet and greet, and share your questions with the other
participants. Pay attention to how many people you meet that have one of the same
guestions that you have. (Allow time for milling around.)

Ask the participants to report on questions they had in common with others as they were
meeting and greeting. After verbally collecting some of those common questions, have all
participants place their post-its on a chart titled “Think of Twenty Questions.”

Your list probably includes many of the questions found on Handout # 2: Planning for
Student-Led Conferences: What are Your Questions? These are practical questions that
you will undoubtedly want to answer before you proceed too far with your planning. By
reading through the list, you will get a perspective of the magnitude of the thinking and
planning involved in Student-Led Conferences.
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Planning for Student-Led Conferences: What are Your Questions?

e What is your rationale for wanting to have student-led conferences? (You know it is
not going to be less work for you.)

What new knowledge and skills do you need to be successful?

Do you know someone who has had success with student-led conferences?

Where might you find some additional information about this?

What will be the benefits? What will be the outcomes for the students?

Will it be worth the effort?

Will students learn to take more responsibility for their learning?

Will they be more accountable?

Will they learn to reflect and set future goals as a result?

Will their self-confidence grow?

Will it build cohesiveness within the classroom?

What other ways will you make contact with parents?

Will parents accept a student-led conference?

Will you be sitting in on the conference? (This would mean only one conference

could be held at a time.)

e If you put the students in charge (several conferences will be conducted at the same
time) and you are a casual observer, what other ways are you planning to connect
with parents?

e Will you invite parents in early in the year to share things about their child they think
you should know?

e Will you have a room meeting early in the year to get acquainted with your parents,

explain your philosophy, room routines, expectations, standards, benchmarks,

assessments and testing?

Where will the conferences be held? When will they be held?

How will you prepare the students?

How much time will be taken within the classroom to prepare?

Is the trade off of instructional time worth the benefits?

(T#4, 5) The issues this module addresses are clustered around eight main questions found
on Handout #3: Questions for Today. Look at this list and determine when your questions
will likely be answered. Does anyone have a question that you do not think fits in one of
these categories? If your questions are not covered as these eight questions are
addressed, you are invited to draw attention to them.
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Questions for Today
A. Do | have approval of the administrator?

B. When and where will the conferences be held?
Date(s), time, place

When should planning and preparation begin?

What will be the goals of the conference?

What planning and preparation will be needed?

How will the students be prepared for leading the conference?
What will conferences look like?

I omnmmoo

What happens after the conferences are over?

Have participants read the list of questions. (During the discussion of which question, A-H,
do they think their questions will be answered? Again, remind them that if they have a
guestions that does not get answered, be sure to ask it.)

Let’s begin by discussing the first question.

A. Do | have approval of the administrator? (T#6)

You might wonder if you need approval of the administrator. Yes! It is essential that you talk
over your plans with your principal and get his/her support, especially if this is an innovation
in your school. The principal will know if others need to be informed (the superintendent, for
example) and will support you in your endeavor. Before going to visit with your principal,
you would be wise to spend some time formulating a Plan for Student-Led Conferences.
Handout #4: My Personal Planning Guide for Student-Led Conferences will help guide you
through the components of the planning process. Or you may wish to start by proposing the
idea to your principal before you move too far ahead with your planning. If you are given a
green light, even if your principal does not expect a written document, you would be wise to
think through responses to each of these items. In doing so, you will likely have a clearer
picture of why you want to organize and conduct student-led conferences and how to do it.

If student-led conferences are new to your building, you may need to have some
background to support the innovation. (Suggested Reading: Changing the View: Student-
Led Parent Conferences by Terri Austin, available from AEA 267 Media Center.)

Do you want to launch out on your own or would you like some company? Many times a
teacher colleague is interested in the same innovation and would be happy for the
opportunity to try it out, as well. Having a partner for planning and decision making can be a
great support when you are in the midst of the innovation and need a sounding board or a
problem solving discussion.
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B. When and where will the conferences be held?
Date(s), time, place? (T#7)

If your school has two or three conferences a year, you need to decide if student-led
conferences will replace those conferences. Will you instead have just one student-led,
perhaps in the middle of the year and you as teacher will conduct the other(s)? Maybe you
would like to have a parent-teacher “before school begins” conference or one the first week
or two of school, with the primary objective being to let the parents tell you about their child.
Home visits may be your preference. Whatever you choose makes sure you have a goal to
get acquainted with the parents of the children in your classroom as soon as possible and to
make contact frequently throughout the year.

If the student-led conferences are replacing a conference you as teacher would normally
conduct, having the conferences at a time when your building has scheduled conferences,
seems like a wise choice. Parents will already be in a frame of mind for conferencing and
may even be in the building. If conference times have been set and parents are scheduled
at times they prefer, you may wish to use this format whether you are or are not sitting in on
the student-led conferences.

If the school’s regularly scheduled conferences are held at a variety of times, for example,
days and evenings, will your student-led conferences be held at any or all of those times? If
you determine you will not sit in on the conference, but just be available if questions arise,
you may decide to have a 2-3 hour block for conferences, late afternoon and early evening,
for example; parents may come at any time during that block. Multiple conferences can be
taking place at one time. You need to be considerate of parents who cannot attend during
that block and schedule another time that is convenient for them, perhaps before or after
school or even during the day. It is important that each student has a chance to conduct a
conference because it is a growth experience from which they all will benefit. As a class you
will be debriefing it later, and you will want all children to be able to participate in the
debriefing. If no family member is available, consider asking a staff member to sit through
the conference with the student. The principal, custodian, secretary, media specialist,
content specialists would all be appropriate choices and they would likely understand the
need and honor confidentiality.

Because this is a time for parents to visit their child’s classroom, the most convenient place
to hold the conferences is undoubtedly your classroom. You might use tables you already
have in your room or bring in card tables. You could put four desks together and drape a
cloth or large piece of paper over the top, creating an inviting environment for parents.
Several of these centers scattered throughout the room allow for multiple conferences to be
going on at one time while still providing space for each group’s privacy. If parents arrive
with their children and all the conferencing centers are occupied, students may give their
parents a tour of the room until space is available.
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C. When should planning and preparation begin? (T#8)

You will want to begin planning as soon as you have determined you are going to have
student-led conferences. Make sure you do this several weeks before the set time.
Preparing your students for success will take much more of your time together than if you
were conducting the conferences yourself. However, many teachers who have introduced
student-led conferences report that the student benefits make any extra effort worthwhile.

Self-preparation is also critical. If you have answered all of the suggested questions before
or after visiting with the principal, you will have a foundation in place for beginning the
process.

A Task Analysis (See Section E-Handout #7) will help you determine what needs to be
accomplished before conference time.

A GANTT Chart (See Handout #6) will help you visualize what needs to be done and when,
and help you keep track of how your planning is progressing. We'll discuss them later in
more detail.

Get the Word Out: Begin by letting the students and parents know about the student-led
conferences as early as possible. Talk positively with the students about the opportunities
student-led conferences will afford them, the advantages and disadvantages. (It will be hard
work and they will undoubtedly be nervous, but they will learn and grow a lot from the
experience.) If your school has an Open House in the fall, you might choose this time to
inform the parents. A special letter home to the parents or an announcement in your room’s
newsletter would also be appropriate and beneficial. You may wish to ask parents about
available times and preferences to assist you in scheduling conferences, especially if you
plan to sit in on each conference. If not, you may ask parents later to commit to a block of
time when they plan to come for the conference. At this time you would learn if attending is
a problem, and you can start early on solving that one.

Parent Invitations: A couple of weeks before the conference, student made-invitations
including information about the conferences such as when and where they will be held
should go home to the parents.
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D. What will be the goals of the conference? (T#9)

Think about what the goals of the conference should be. About what will parents are
wondering? What do you want the parents to know? What will students want to tell them?
What preparation do the students need?

Determine conference goals for you, the teacher, the students, and the parents.

Here are some sample goals. (T#10, 11, 12) Show goals for teachers, students, and
parents. You will want to create your own. (If time allows, take a few minutes to do that
now.) This will guide you in your thinking and planning (See Handout #5: Goal Setting).

For teachers: (T#10)

e To inform the parents of the child’s progress

To equip students with necessary skills and materials

To built positive relationships between the parents and school
To enhance the relationship between students and parents

For students: (T#11)

To make informed decisions about portfolio content

e To be prepared to conduct the conference competently
e To present his/her work confidently

e To develop skills of conferencing

For parents: (T#12)
To learn how the student is doing academically, in all contents
e To learn how the student is growing socially and emotionally
0 getting along with others socially
o collaborating: working with other students
e To understand the level of effort the child puts into his/her work to find out how the
child grew based on student reflections

Quote: “If you don’t know where you're going, any road will take you there.”

If time permits, allow participants to determine at least one teacher, student, and parent
goal.
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E. What planning and preparation will be needed? (T #13, 14)

Once you have determined the goals, you will need specific plans complete with timelines
for informing parents, gathering data, and teaching the needed skills to the students. Involve
the students in the planning process by asking them for their ideas on what they think their
parents will want to know and what they are excited to tell them.

Refer participants to Handout #6: GANTT Chart for Planning Student-Led Conferences. You
may wish to make a transparency of Handout # 6 to demonstrate use of the GANTT Chart
by filling in spaces as you are explaining the process.

GANTT Chart: How to keep track of...Completing a GANTT Chart will keep you on track
and make it clear how your preparation is progressing. This will guard against you or the
students feeling unprepared when conferences are “just around the corner.” Tasks are
listed in the column on the left. Fill in the dates across the top of the chart. Generally the
first date is the day, week, or month when planning begins and the last one coincides with
the culminating activity. A triangle pointing upward signifies the beginning of the planning
and a triangle pointing down, the end.

What needs to be done: To complete a GANTT Chart, first conduct a task analysis (See
Handout #7: Task Analysis). Have participants in small groups brainstorm all the things they
can think of that need to be done before the actual conference with parents. When groups
seem to be finished, ask who has the longest list, and have that group read their list aloud.
Others should add to their own list during this sharing time. Every group should have a
chance to add items on their list that others have not shared.

(Self-study: You may wish to read this entire module to broaden your knowledge base and
hopefully help you create that list.)

In What Order: Putting these items in sequence will help you strategically tackle the
planning and implementation of student-led conferences. Study your list and identify the 5-6
tasks that should be completed first. Write them on the GANTT Chart in the order you wish
to start them. Now decide when you will start the number one task. That will be the first date
you will put on your chart.

When it is completed: A triangle pointing upward signifies the beginning of a task and a
triangle pointing down indicates when you anticipate completing it.

As you are examining your list, you may find that the tasks cluster around headings such as
Communication, Student Portfolios, Student Preparation, etc. You may wish to prepare a
GANTT Chart for the whole project and one for each of the headings for activities that have
more components or will stretch over larger periods of time. This will help you attend to all
the details.
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An example of a separate GANTT Chart might be one focusing on creating student
portfolios. What needs to be collected for the conference portfolio to show progress in each
content area as well as in other areas of development? Will reports from “specialists” (art,
music, P.E.) be included? These may be the tasks you list on your Portfolio chart.
(Demonstrate on the GANTT Chart transparency listing components, possible dates, and
triangles to signify the beginning and ending of each activity.)

Discuss portfolios with the students

Prepare a list of contents to evidence goal attainment.*
Collect work samples-student and teacher directed.
Determine selection criteria.

Select a determined number of samples.

Reflect on selected items.

Organize the portfolio.

Nogok~kwpbE

*Determine the specific goals you want the portfolio to exhibit or the contents you want in
the portfolio (T#14). Turn to Handout #8: Portfolio Contents Checklist. Whether you have
these clearly in mind as you make initial plans, or add to the list day by day as you and the
class work together, make the students aware of their responsibilities in completing the
collection of work samples to evidence goal attainment. Consider making a poster listing
what evidences of learning need to be included in the portfolio and display it in a prominent
place in the classroom clearly visible to the students.

GANTT Chart for Planning
Student-Led Conferences Handout #6

(Sample of a GANTT Chart: tasks and time frame determined by individual teacher)

Tasks Date | Date | Date | Date | Date | Date | Date | Date | Date | Date
9/22 | 9/29 | 10/6 | 10/13 | 10/20 | 10/27 | 11/3 | 11/10

Student

Discussion A v

List
Contents
of
Portfolio

Collect
Work YAN \Y4
Samples

Selection
Criteria

Select
Work A \Y
Samples

Reflect on
selected A \V4
items
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Collection, Selection, and Reflection (T#15) are the three key stages in preparing a
“portfolio” for the conference. You will undoubtedly want to collect lots of work samples in a
folder during the time of preparation for the conference, some the teacher chooses, as well
as those the student selects for a specific reason. This folder will be the storehouse for the
students to draw from when selecting what they want to share at the conference. Students
will need to be reminded periodically to put papers in their portfolios and at times given
assignments specifically for the portfolio.

To let the parents know how the child is progressing academically, work samples in each
content area may be selected by the teacher and the student (T#16). Reflective paragraphs
should accompany each selected work sample giving a reason for why it was chosen: for
example, to show growth and improvement; to validate that a task was difficult at first, but
eventually learned; to share a first draft and a polished copy of the same product; to
emphasize effort needed to complete an assignment (See Handout #9: Reflection Format
Samples). Do you want to evidence other areas of progress such as essential or life-long
learning goals, i.e. collaborative learner, quality producer, good citizen? If, for example, a
life-long learning goal for the school is to develop collaborative learners, perhaps students
will write a reflective paragraph to accompany a product explaining how the task was
accomplished through working as a team.

A system for getting the collected papers into the folder will need to be developed. (Some
teacher have students put every paper in the collection folder; understand that this may be
overwhelming when the students get ready to make their selections.) Thinking through what
needs to be in the portfolio and including that on the GANTT Chart will make this process
clearer and serve as a reminder regarding when to collect samples. Decide what test results
and accomplishment of standards and benchmarks need to be reported. Papers should be
dated for later reference. A reflective paragraph attached to the selected pieces will assist
the student in telling his/her story and give the parents information and insight regarding
their child’s growth and progress.

As teacher, you may make selections that will shape the portfolio. You may even designate
activities or work samples that must go in the conference portfolio. From the collected math
papers, for example, students may be required to select samples showing various skills and
stages of progress. Maybe the selection will include something they struggled with before
mastering it. Perhaps a test was given that shows samples of all the content covered in
math in the past several weeks.

Students will need guidance in making purposeful selections, those that will help tell the
story of growth and progress over time. Set aside adequate time for this “training” so
students understand the parameters and purpose of their choices and develop skill in
reflecting on the selected items. You may choose to facilitate taking pictures of objects or
projects that will not fit in the portfolio so the students can validate their learning.
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F. How will the students be prepared for leading the conference? (T#17)

This may take several days; be sure to start early enough so you and the students will be
ready on conference day. Setting goals with timelines early on in the planning will be
beneficial throughout the process.

Complete portfolio: The first step in preparing the students involves completing the portfolio.
This might involve final selection of work samples organized by content or in some other
designated way; reflective paragraphs on each selection; grades or summary sheets you've
designed; and perhaps your written report about the student’s progress. Careful
organization of the portfolio is essential if students are going to have successful
conferences. You may choose to have students work as partners to organize their
portfolios, or as individuals finish, they could assist others. Posting a list of all the tasks the
student has to complete by the due date will help keep the students in touch with the
timeline (See Handout #8: Portfolio Contents Checklist). Listing the desired contents on the
checklist in the order you would like the materials in the portfolio gives students another
assist in organizing their portfolios.

Get teacher approval: You will need to examine and approve each portfolio for content and
organization.

Practice Conferences: Establish a process you wish for the students to follow. Your process
might be similar to the example on Handout #10: Steps of the Student-Led Conference.
When you have created the Portfolio Contents Checklist (Handout #8), add these to Step 5
of Handout #10. Prepare the students for the conference with their parents by modeling the
student role and having a student be the parent. Choose a mature, self-confident student as
this experience requires risk-taking and disclosure about one’s progress. Encourage
students to watch and listen for the important components.

You will want to meet with each student for a practice conference. This will give the
students a chance to try out their skills and both of you will become aware of what still
needs to be done before the actual conference day. Finding time for this may be one of your
greatest challenges. Perhaps you would like to schedule before and after school times or
have lunch with a student for this purpose. Be creative.

Role Play Hosting: Since you want the students to know the proper way to host their
parents, include this in your role play. Students may arrive with their parents or meet their
parents at school. They need to know what to do when they enter the room. How do they
invite their parents to sit at the conferencing place? Would refreshments or a tour of the
room be in order? Most students need to practice to perform with confidence. Following the
role-play, hold a discussion with the students to make them more fully aware of their role in
the student-led conference and how to perform with style.

Volunteer as listener: Lastly, pair the students and have them practice with each other to
help them gain confidence and be more prepared for the conference with their parents.

If you can find audiences for the students, this would give them one more practice before
the real thing. Perhaps associates in the building could be relieved of their regular duties for
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a day to serve as a practice parent for the students. Maybe office staff and administrators
would be available. Upper grade, high school, or college students might be satisfactory
audiences. Find out if school policy would permit having trusted volunteers come in for a
couple of days to listen to the students conduct practice conferences.

G. What will the conference look like? (T#18)

You have determined the Teachers’ Role and the Students’ Role, you have decided where
and when conferences will be held, and parents have been invited. Students know the
protocol and have adequate practice so they can behave properly and with confidence.

What about refreshments? If you are having refreshments, they need to be prepared for the
guests. Serving refreshments such as juice and cookies sends a friendly, welcoming
message. If time allows, the children could help prepare the treats a day or two before the
conferences. If you have too many things to think about the first time you attempt student-
led conferences, you may wish to supply the refreshments yourself or have a room parent
provide the treats.

If you are not sitting in on the conferences, what will you do while the students are with their
parents? Be available to answer questions that might arise, but for the most part be a
casual observer, greeting the parents before and after the conference at the students’
direction. You will learn a lot from watching interactions, visiting with parents over
refreshments, and tuning in to student and parent conversations from the sidelines.

H. What happens after the conferences are over? (T#19)

Make-ups ASAP: If some students did not have the opportunity to conference with their
parents, make arrangements for that to happen as soon as possible. Contact those parents
and find a time that is convenient for them to come to school for the conference. If you have
chosen to not sit in on the conferences, make-ups could take place at any time before,
during, or after school. Sending the folder home with the child to conduct the conference
there should be done only in extreme cases and as a last resort.

Parents Reflection: Parents must be given an opportunity to provide feedback about the
student-led conferences from their perspective. The form, “Parent Reflections on Student-
Led Conferences” could be given to the parents by the students immediately after the
conference. Parents may be asked to complete it right then or given the option of taking it
home and sending it back the next day with their child. Asking them to respond before they
ever leave the classroom assures you of getting more parent reactions. You may wish
instead to send a feedback form home later and ask the parents to return it to school. Make
sure your questions focus on what you want to learn about the parents’ reaction to the
conference as well as allow space for the parents to compliments their children, express
other joys, concerns, questions, etc. See Handout #11: Parent Reflection on the Student-
Led Conferences for a sample.
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Teacher Reflection: Take time for reflection yourself. What went well? What needs to be
improved? What do you want to remember to do next time? Writing down your reflections
will prove very useful as you prepare for the next conference (See Handout #12: Teacher
Reflection on the Student-Led Conference).

Student Reflection: Now it is time for the students to reflect on the conferences and
celebrate successes. Give the students opportunities to express their thoughts and feelings
about their conference. You may wish to have them write a paragraph about the
experience, what went well and what they would like to improve or remember to do the next
time or use the form Student Reflection on the Student-Led Conference: Handout # 13. Be
sure to take time to let the students talk about the experience and revel in what they
learned, perhaps by asking them to respond with a “High” and a “Low” about conferencing
with their parents. Finally, you may wish to reward the students for their efforts by having a
“Success Celebration.”

It's time to make decisions about the next conference. If you are going to have Student-Led
Conferences again this year, you would be wise to get new GANTT Charts filled out so you
will be ready well in advance for the next round.

Closure: (T#20) Please take a few minutes to complete Handout #14. As a result of
completing this module...
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