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Dear Readers,
As a young classroom teacher, I read my first 
Heinemann book—In the Middle, by Nancie Atwell—
way back in 1988. Clocking in at more than 300 
pages, I read it cover to cover, and the book literally 
transformed my teaching. In the Middle showed me 
the value of student-centered practices and beliefs, 
and after reading it, I began a journey of professional 
reading that’s sustained me ever since. The authors 
of books like Nancie’s have been my most important 
teaching mentors.

Professional books look very different today, and 
teachers access information and inspiration to feed 
their teaching in new, dynamic ways. But although 
the way we read is evolving, the transformative 
power of foundational ideas remains the same. 
This important realization was the genesis of the 
Classroom Essentials series. As the leading publisher 
of professional books for teachers, we asked this 
important question: “How might we reimagine 
how we offer content in books for today’s busy 
teachers—whether they’re veterans, new teachers, 
or just new to professional reading?”

With a laser-sharp focus, each book in the series 
highlights one essential, student-centered practice, 

giving you the information you need to get started 
trying it—or refining it—in your own classroom 
right away. Informed directly by the content, each 
book utilizes a fresh, highly visual design to create 
an engaging, contemporary reading experience. 
Most books in the series also include robust online 
resources—including video that shows you what the 
practice looks like in today’s dynamic classrooms. 
Perhaps most importantly, authors in the series 
connect you with their own teaching mentors, 
showing you how today’s most progressive practices 
are built on a solid foundation of research found in 
professional literature.

As the series editor for Classroom Essentials, my 
deepest hope is that these books build a strong, 
lasting bridge between important work in our  
field from the past and a future full of 
bright possibilities for the students 
we teach. 

Warmly,

Katie Wood Ray
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To access the online videos, visit  
WWW.HEINEMANN.COM.  
Enter your email address and 
password (or click “Create New 
Account” to set up an account). 
Once you have logged in, enter 
keycode 000000000000000  
and click “Register”.

By viewing the video in the online resources, you can watch 
me confer with writers in a range of grades who are writing 
in a variety of genres. Along with each conference, you’ll 
find a video commentary from me that will help you better 
understand the teaching you see.

 Across the chapters in this book, whenever you see 
this icon , I’ve identified specific conferences that will help 
you envision the work you are reading about at that point. 
Some conferences are referenced multiple times for different 
reasons, and whenever I can, I give you a grade range of 
conferences to choose from to illustrate the same idea. 

 While I don’t have conferences to represent every 
important aspect of conferring, you’ll see a wide range of 
common situations that will help you imagine conferring 
with your own students. Sometimes, you’ll watch an entire 
conference clip, so you can see how a concept plays out 
across the writing conference. Other times, you might choose 
to watch just part of a clip as you study one of the three 
parts of a writing conference. Or you might simply use the 
descriptions to choose conferences that interest you before 
or after you dig into the reading.

About the Videos in This Book

VIDEOS

GRADE STUDENT DESCRIPTION OF CONFERENCE

K Massimo
Massimo is writing a nonfiction book. 
I teach him how to develop details by 

labeling his illustrations.

1 Ariana
Ariana is writing a nonfiction book 

I teach her to elaborate by  
adding“action facts.”

1 Jovani
Jovani is writing a nonfiction book. 
I help him learn how to write a new 

lead by studying a mentor text.

1 Urijah
Urijah is writing a nonfiction book. 

I teach him to elaborate by 
including “number facts.”

2 Jackson
Jackson is writing a personal narrative.  

I teach him how to write precise  
character actions.

2 Shelby
Shelby is writing a nonfiction book. 

I teach her to elaborate by 
adding “action facts.”

2 Skyler
Skyler is revising a personal narrative. 

I teach her to use “revision tools” 
to add on to her draft.

3 Addison

Addison is writing a review of 
Disneyland. I teach her to analyze the 

mini-stories she has included to  
develop her reasons.
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GRADE STUDENT DESCRIPTION OF CONFERENCE

3 Billy
Billy is writing about an opinion. I teach 

him to elaborate on his reasons by 
writing about hypothetical situations.

3 Sage
Sage is writing about an opinion. I teach 

him to elaborate by writing 
precise examples.

4 Sam Sam is writing about an opinion. I teach 
him how to write a counterargument.

4 Matthew
Matthew is writing about an opinion.  

I teach him to elaborate by 
including examples.

5 Kiely Kiely is writing a memoir. I teach her 
to write a reflective ending.

5 Ginger Ginger is writing a memoir. I teach her 
to develop important scenes.

5 Shreya Shreya is writing a memoir. I teach her 
to write a reflective ending.

6 Elsa
Elsa is writing a memoir. I teach her 

to develop scenes by writing 
character actions.

6 Emily Emily is writing fiction. I teach her 
to cut unnecessary parts.

GRADE STUDENT DESCRIPTION OF CONFERENCE

6 Logan

Logan is writing a book review. I teach  
him that writers can begin a review 

by introducing their perspective 
on the book.

7 Connor Connor is writing fiction. I teach him 
how to make a plan for his story..

7 Grace Grace is writing fiction. I teach her to 
include telling character details.

7 Henry
Henry is writing a literary essay about  

The Odyssey. I teach him how to 
develop his analysis of the text.

7 Maggie
Maggie is revising her fiction story. 

I teach her how to make a  
revision plan.

8 Ari
Ari is writing a fantasy story.  

I teach him to develop the interior 
life of his characters.

8 Sophia
Sophia is writing fiction. I teach her to 

develop her theme by including specific 
events about her characters.

8 Theo
Theo is writing a memoir. I teach 

him to include details that 
develop his main point.
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What Is a Writing Conference?
A Writing Conference Is a Conversation . . .
A writing conference is, first and foremost, a conversation. The word conversation 
suggests so many things about the way you should talk with students.

Speak in a conversational tone. 

Tone is the foundation of the good relationships 
you want to develop with students over the 
course of the school year. Speaking in a warm, 
friendly manner puts students at ease and makes 
it more likely they will talk with you about what 
they’re trying to do as writers. What you learn 
from this talk helps you assess students and 
decide what you should teach to help them grow.

Invite students to have a real give-and-take with you. 

Even though in conferences you’re a teacher talking 
to students, you’re also a (more experienced) writer 
talking to (less experienced) fellow writers about 
what writers do—come up with topics, make a plan 
for a piece of writing, write a lead, develop a section 
with detail, use commas in a series, and so on. In 
this give and take, you’ll learn about what students 
are trying to do as writers and how well they’re 
doing it, and the students learn how they can do 
their work better.

A Teacher’s Guide to Writing Conferences

VIDEOS

Massimo, Grade K

Matthew, Grade 4

Shelby, Grade 2

Sofia, Grade 8

Sit alongside students, at their eye level. 

How you sit with students helps 
establish a positive tone in conferences. 
You might grab a nearby empty seat 
or sit on one that you carry with you 
around the classroom. As you sit, it’s 
important to make frequent eye contact 
with students and make sure that your 
facial expressions show an interest in 
what students are telling you.

WORDS FROM
A TEACHING MENTOR

[Conferences] 
are not mini-

lectures but the 
working talk of 
fellow writers 
sharing their 

experience with 
the writing 

process.
—DON MURRAY, 1985

Use “active listening” strategies. 

For example, give some wait time after 
asking a question so that students have 
the time and space they need to come 
up with a response. Ask students to 
“say more” about what they tell you. 
And repeat what children say to check 
that you’re hearing them correctly. 
Using these strategies shows that you 
have a real interest in what students 
are saying and that you’re really trying 
to understand them. Students will 
usually respond by talking to you more.

What Is a Writing Conference?

VIDEOS

Massimo, Grade K

Matthew, Grade 4

Shelby, Grade 2

Sofia, Grade 8
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“say more” about what they tell you. 
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that you’re hearing them correctly. 
Using these strategies shows that you 
have a real interest in what students 
are saying and that you’re really trying 
to understand them. Students will 
usually respond by talking to you more.
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CONFERRING 
MOVE

PART OF THE 
CONFERENCE

INTENTIONAL 
LANGUAGE

Invite the student to tell you  
what he’s doing as a writer.

“How’s it going?”

• Give feedback.

• Teach.

• Coach.

• Link to independent work.

• “I want to give you  
some feedback . . . ”

• “I’m going to teach you . . . ”

• “Let’s try that together . . . ”

• “Now I want you try what 
we talked about on  
your own . . . ”

• Listen to what the student 
says about what he’s doing.

• Look at the  
student’s writing.

• Decide what to teach.
“Let’s take a look at  
your writing . . . ”

DISCOVER  what the student 
is doing as a writer.

ASSESS  how well the student  
is doing what he’s doing, then  

DECIDE  what to teach him.

TEACH  the student how to  
do what he’s doing better.

Teaching students to be better writers requires 
that you learn to navigate the three parts of a 
writing conference. Within each part, there are 
one or more conferring moves you’ll learn to 
make by using intentional language.

A Teacher’s Guide to Writing Conferences

Writing Patterns and Teaching Points
Experienced writing teachers recognize many patterns of approximation when they 
confer with student writers, and they know what to teach in response to each of 
these patterns. How can you build this repertoire of patterns and teaching points? 
One way is to ask more experienced writing teachers. In this spirit, I’ll list some 
of the most common patterns I see when I confer with students in schools around 
the world and a possible teaching point for each one. I’ll put the patterns into two 
categories—writing process patterns, and qualities of writing patterns.

Writing Process Patterns
Many of the lessons you’ll teach students are about how to move through the 
different stages writers go through as they compose:

• rehearsal (or prewriting)

• drafting

• revising

• editing

• publishing.

Rehearsal
Rehearsal includes all the things writers do before they actually start work on drafts. 
This “before work” can make lots of difference in the quality of students’ finished 
work. Before starting drafts, writers

find topics

figure out what they want to say about topics

gather information about topics

plan drafts

VIDEO

Connor, Grade 7

A Teacher’s Guide to Writing ConferencesPages Not Final Pages Not Final



• �How can I get started with conferring,  
or improve my conferences?

• �How can conferences help me meet  
the diverse needs of student writers?

• �How can I fit conferences into my  
busy writing workshop schedule?
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Helping students become better writers is what writing 
conferences are all about. In A Teacher’s Guide to Writing 
Conferences, Carl Anderson explains the underlying principles 
and reasons for conferring with students, and how to make 
writing conferences a part of your daily routine. With clear and 
accessible language, Carl guides you through the three main 
parts of a writing conference, and shows you the teaching 
moves and intentional language that can be used in each one. 
Lots of video and teaching tips bring the content to life, and 
provide everything you need to help you become a better 
writing teacher.

Carl Anderson is an internationally recognized expert in 
writing instruction for Grades K-8, working as a consultant 
in schools and districts around the world.  A long-time Staff 
Developer for the Teachers College Reading and Writing 
Project, Carl is the author of numerous books on teaching 
writing, including the bestselling How’s It Going? A Practical 
Guide to Conferring with Student Writers. 
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