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 conferring with courage 
and commitment

introduction

We Are Called
We ar e called to teach,
to nur tur e, to nudge, to per sist.
And we ar e called to lear n,
to be still, to be silent, to watch, to won der .

We ar e called to celebrate,
to uncov er  gifts, to see hear ts,
to pol ish ston es, and to water  seeds.

We ar e called to inspir e cou rage, cur iosity, and joy ,
for  children and for  ou rselves.
Yes, we ar e called to shape you ng lives.
But, also to be shaped by their s.

Such a magnificent calling this is.
What a privilege to answer  . . .

One child.
One mom ent.
One brave act at a time.
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With unwavering determination, an open mind, and a brave heart, we 
believe every teacher can learn to confer with confi dence and joy. That’s why 
we’re here. That’s why we’ve written this book. We want to help you fall in 
love with conferring just as we have. We want to help you build a practice 
that is purposeful, effective, and authentically yours.

What Is Conferring, Anyway?
At its simplest, conferring is the act of pulling up alongside a reader to engage 
in a one-to-one learning conversation. At it’s best, conferring is the daily 
choice we make to give our wholehearted and undivided attention to one 
reader at a time, intentionally noticing, celebrating, and moving their reading 
life forward. Ultimately, it is a commitment to students, aimed at empow-
ering them to become more agentive, independent, and joyful readers.

When we confer, we go to our students, meeting them wherever they 
are, physically, academically, and emotionally. We use keen observation, 
thoughtful inquiry, and attuned listening to explore and respond. We honor 
self-selected book choices, recognizing and encouraging their own prefer-
ences and interests. We celebrate growth and build on strengths. We tease 
out challenges. And we nudge readers forward with next steps uniquely situ-
ated within their own zone of proximal development (Vygotsky 1962).

Conferring doesn’t unfold by following a script, a checklist, or a curric-
ulum resource. Rather, it unfolds by following our hearts, our minds, and our 
curiosity in order to understand and respond to what is happening with each 
of our readers, in real time, moment to moment, day to day.

Why Confer?
We confer because we believe in a purpose as teachers that is so much more 
signifi cant than helping students learn how to read. And it’s so much more 
far-reaching than preparing kids for success on “the big test.” The most crit-
ical work of a reading teacher is to prepare students for what Donalyn Miller 
(2013) refers to as “reading in the wild.” This means supporting them to 
build sturdy and vibrant reading lives that will far outlast their short time 
with us. And so, we confer.

We confer to build an intentional bridge between reading in the class-
room and reading in the world outside of the classroom. We confer to 
help students refl ect on their own habits and learn to set meaningful goals, 
stretching and challenging themselves. We confer because we believe that 
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each child’s learning world is worthy of exploring and understanding more 
deeply. We confer to uncover the kinds of practical information about readers 
that fancier formal assessments never could. And we confer because these 
tiny moments fi ll our own hearts with joy, refueling, refreshing, and sustaining 
us, reminding us why we teach in the fi rst place.

Simply put, conferring is our tool of choice to:

 ● Spread a love of reading

 ● Strengthen relationships with each and every student

 ● Gather a constant fl ow of real-time information on which to base 
teaching decisions

 ● Understand and plan for the diverse needs of each individual reader

 ● Notice and celebrate effort, approximation, agency, and strategic 
decision making

 ● Offer small bits of new teaching to make a big impact

 ● Nurture our teacher souls

So, if you aren’t conferring with your readers yet, get ready. It’s going to 
change your teaching practice. If you’re already conferring, we’re glad you’re 
here to take a fresh look at conferring with confi dence and joy.

Making the Commitment to Nurture a Joyful 
Conferring Practice
Waiting for  the thing that cannot be improv ed (and cannot be cr iticized) keeps us 
fr om  beginning. Mer ely begin.
—SETH GODIN

Before we start we want to assure you that you don’t need to have all the 
answers to begin. All you need to get going are three small but powerful 
commitments to yourself. We encourage you to start with your conferring 
practice wherever you are and build your expertise as you go. These three 
commitments are the foundation on which a thriving conferring practice is 
built. They don’t take any special training. They are simply promises you 
make to yourself and to your students to show up every day with a caring 
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heart, intent on making the most of every moment as you learn alongside 
your students. The three commitments include:

1. Confer to learn. This means you come to a conference fi rst to learn 
and only later to teach, and that you keep pushing yourself to grow 
each step of the way.

2. Confer with tenacity. This means that you confer every day, as 
much as you are able to, saying no to distractions, and resisting the 
temptation to throw in the towel when things get tough. And they 
will get tough. That’s normal. Tenacity involves choosing to move 
forward despite diffi culties or roadblocks.

3. Confer from the heart. This means you give yourself permission 
to make your conferring practice truly your own, trusting yourself to 
respond to your students in meaningful ways. It’s not helpful to be 
hard on yourself, so give yourself a little love. When you do, you’ll 
have even more to spread around to your students, making it easy to 
create positively joyful interactions along the way.

We believe in you and we believe that by making these three commit-
ments you can transform your conferring practice from uncertain to unstop-
pable, starting right now.

The Decision Making Map
Whenever we visit a new museum, an unfamiliar shopping mall, or a new 
city, we’re always somehow reassured when we fi nd a map at the entrance 
or at major crossroads—the kind with big yellow arrows saying, “You are 
here.” These strategically posted visuals help us get our bearings, see what’s 
nearby, and make sense of the signs around us. They don’t tell us precisely 
which way we must walk or which path we should take. They don’t bark 
step-by-step directions at us like a GPS. Rather, they simply empower us with 
the information we need to do our own navigation. Which direction to go? 
Which moves to make? Maps leave these important decisions to us.

The Decision Making  Map (shown inside the front cover) is this same 
type of tool. It shows the lay of the land within a conference, reminding you 
where you are so that you can decide which direction to proceed and which 
moves to make along the way. This book is a bit like a guidebook, designed 
to help you navigate a reading conference by consulting the Decision Making 
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Map with know-how and confi dence. Beyond this introduction, the book is 
divided into three parts and a fi nal chapter.

Each of the chapters in Part 1 takes an up-close look at one of the versa-
tile teacher moves for conferring. The moves are the ways you interact with 
readers, leveraging language to build strong relationships and impact learning. 
These chapters include practical advice about how to make the moves 
happen, sample language, language frames, and video examples. You can 
think of moves as the how of conferring. The four interactive moves include:

 ● Wonder

 ● Affi rm

 ● Extend

 ● Remind

Part 2, is aimed at helping you develop a deeper understanding of each of 
the four intentional directions for conferring. You can think of the directions 
as the what of conferring, each of them representing a collection of strategies, 
skills, mind-sets, or motivations that readers need in order to thrive. In each 
chapter of Part 2 we’ll deeply explore one of the directions, sharing signs 
to watch for and ways to interpret what you see in order to decide when 
to spend more time in one direction over another. We’ve also packed these 
chapters with scenarios from classrooms and tips and tools to enhance your 
work with students once you decide which will be your direction of focus for 
the conference. The four directions for conferring include:

 ● Book choice

 ● Healthy habits

 ● Strategic process

 ● Authentic response

Part 3 includes a few short but practical chapters focused on behind-the-
scenes moves. These are the moves for getting and staying organized with 
this fast paced, one-the-go teaching. Think of these moves as your practical 
guide to organization, preparation, and planning, the stuff you do before you 
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head out and the notes you take to help yourself remember what’s important. 
Behind the scenes moves include:

 ● Gather materials

 ● Make a plan

 ● Take note

Finally, in the fi nal chapter, it’s time to pull everything from Parts 1 through 
3 together with both fl exibility and intention. Here, we’ll revisit our two 
guiding questions for every conference—What’s going on? and How might I 
respond?—weaving the teaching moves, or the how of conferring, together 
with the directions, or the what of conferring. We’ll do this through consid-
ering full-length conference scenarios, coaching support, and more videos of 
us conferring with students.

Throughout the book, you’ll discover we’ve posted copies of the Decision 
Making Map in key locations. We’ve labeled each with handy little “You are 
here” arrows. Our hope is that the maps will orient and guide you, becoming 
an indispensable tool as you gradually and systematically build your confi -
dence for both the what and the how of conferring.

Please keep in mind, the Decision Making Map is simply a framework. It’s 
not a checklist, rulebook, or formula. There is not one right or wrong way to 
do this work. So, loosen up, have some fun, and, when in doubt, trust your 
instinct to follow your students.

As you read, we hope you’ll also dig into the To Know and Nurture 
a Reader Online Companion Site, Sten.pub/KnowNurture. There, you 
can watch dozens of video clips of conferring in action with students of 
different ages and easily access downloadable resources from throughout 
the book.

We are so glad you’ve joined us for this journey. How lucky we are to 
spend our days getting to know and nurture young readers. Let’s begin!

Sten.pub/
KnowNurture
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PART 1
INTERACTIVE 

MOVES

the how  of 
con ferr  ing
Learning to confer is learning how to teach 
responsively, to pay close attention to where 
readers are and what they are doing, so 
that you can follow their lead and respond 
accordingly. This kind of teaching requires 
in-the-moment decision making in response 
to what the student beside us reveals. We 
can’t know where a conference will take 
us, and this can feel intimidating to say the 
least. Will we know what to do? Will we 
know what to say? Where should we focus 
our attention?

In Part 1 we’ll help you stock your confer-
ring toolkit with a collection of interactive 
teaching moves aimed at taking some of the 
uncertainty out of these questions. These 
dynamic moves are proven and predictable 
ways of responding to students. They are 
the how of conferring, helping you leverage 
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thoughtful teaching language to empower students and impact learning. The 
moves position you to meet readers wherever they are, recognize the great 
work they are already doing, and nudge them forward.

Best of all, the moves we offer in Part 1 are extremely versatile. Once you 
know a bit about them you can make them your own, using them in many 
different combinations, whichever direction you decide to take the confer-
ence. These interactive moves include:

 ● Wonder

 ● Affi rm

 ● Extend

 ● Remind

The Decision Making Map is designed to help answer two critical ques-
tions that are on our minds in every conference. One of them guides us to 
better know readers, the other guides our decision making about how to best 
nurture readers.

The KNOW Question: What’s going on with this reader?

The NURTURE Question: How might I respond?

As you study the map, you’ll see these questions presented in thought 
bubbles. Together, these two questions are the driving force behind all respon-
sive teaching, pushing us to understand each student on a deeper level and 
to be more refl ective in response to what we observe. Everything else on the 
Decision Making Map supports you in answering one of these two questions 
as you confer.

Ahead, in Chapter 1, we tackle the Know Question—“What’s going on 
with this reader?”—with the fi rst of the interactive moves, Wonder. Once 
we’ve learned to use Wonder to prioritize a direction for the conference, we 
move on to The Nurture Question—“How might I respond?” This second 
question is answered using any combination of the remaining interactive 
moves: Affi rm, Extend, and Remind. These moves are the focus of Chapters 
2, 3, and 4.

If conferring is new to your students, we want to offer you a few special 
words of advice. In our experience, sometimes all of this up-close atten-
tion and questioning can feel uncomfortable to students at fi rst. They may 
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wonder, “What’s happening? What is my teacher doing? Am I in trouble? 
Why is she here talking to me like this?” So, when conferring is new, we 
recommend letting your students in on the goals and routines right from the 
start. Consider teaching a mini-lesson or providing a fi shbowl demonstration 
to let them know what conferring is all about. Let them know you’re going 
to be spending time every day visiting with as many of them as possible to 
talk about their reading lives. Let them know they can help to make the 
most of the experience by sharing honestly about the things that are going 
well for them as readers and what’s not going so well. Let them know you’re 
there to join them as a partner, willing to roll up your sleeves to help make 
reading the best it can possibly be. As you patiently but persistently work 
to learn the moves of conferring and become more intentional with your 
language, children will become more comfortable with their role in this new 
partnership, too.

We also want to assure you that you don’t need to master—or even try—
all the interactive moves to get started with conferring. You can jump in and 
get going with just a couple of them. You can learn and practice any of the 
moves individually, with the ultimate goal of using them all seamlessly and in 
varying combinations for different purposes and situations.

So let’s get moving.  Figure P1.1, Teacher Moves for Conferring: A Simple 
Guide to Get You Going, shows all the moves at a glance, including the Inter-
active Moves we’re about to explore in Part 1 and the Behind the Scene 
Moves that we introduce later in Part 3.
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