
Student-Led Parent-Teacher Conference 

Brett Kimmel:  Student Led Conferences are a truly powerful practice that essentially replaced traditional 
parent-teacher conferences.  So in the traditional parent-teacher conferences, the school holds a time 
where parents are invited to come in and meet with teachers and typically receive report cards.  Students 
are sometimes part of that process, sometimes not part of that process and it’s very much in my experience 
an ad hoc kind of thing.  Student-led conferences are much more structured.  They are led by students and 
it’s a conversation that the students lead with a family representative and a school representative, one of 
their teachers, at the table together.  They look through a portfolio of work that the students have created 
and students lead the discussion around essentially their strengths and their weaknesses. 

Joseph Catalanotti:  The role and responsibilities of the student during the student led conference is to 
have created their portfolio to have reflected on their work and to be able to speak about that work with 
their family member who attends the conference.  It’s also for them to be able to talk about challenges and 
strengths that they’ve had in their work for the year and also things that they want to be able to work on 
for next time, and set goals for the next marking period.  The teacher helps the student prepare and call 
their work that they’re going to be presenting in the conference by helping that student pick out a piece 
that maybe reflects some growth in their learning or their understanding. 

Justine Thomas:  So first we’ll have the report card.  I’ll just share it with you quickly so we can see where 
he’s standing.  And then we’ll have David start talking about his work and he’ll use the learning target 
trackers in his work and pick a couple of pieces that will help relate to the grades that we see on the report 
card.  After that I’ve then handed the conference over to David and he went through his portfolio and 
selected his work.  He actually went through pieces of work from every content area.  So he hit the four 
major subjects with at least one piece from each. 

David:  Here’s my math which I need to improve on big time and still. 

Justine Thomas:  Yeah, let me take a little note to myself, so math. 

Carol:  So these two, what are these two?  I don’t think two is good, right?  Two is not good. 

David:  No. 

Justine Thomas:  It’s out of four, so… 

Carol:  Out of four, so it’s like 50%? 

David:  Yeah.  So, this is all my … like I probably got this … I think I got this because like I’m like him, 



    

like I’m like him, he said that when he was a kid he used to do everything in his head, like he used to take 
shortcuts and like add stuff in his head without writing it out.  
 
Justine Thomas:  And so does that mean you’re making more mistakes or it’s the showing of the work 
that’s causing you to get the two? 
 
David:  It’s like the showing of the work. 
 
Justine Thomas:  Okay.  
 
David:  Because I show most of it, but not all of it. 
 
Carol:  So you know what you’re doing, you just have to actually show the work. 
 
David:  Yeah. 
 
Carol:  Which is sounds something like, I don’t know, I’ve heard that before but show your work.  
 
Justine Thomas:  So David goes through his portfolio, he matches the work that he had with the learning 
targets to show how he achieved each of them. 
 
David:  We had to write a poem everyday which, yeah. 
 
Carol:  I laugh because I’ve been getting a lot of silly poems so yeah.  
 
Justine Thomas:  And so I see that goes back to one of these learning targets right here.  Can you read that 
one for us, David? 
 
David:  I can reflect on the meaning and literary devices of a variety of poems. 
 
Justine Thomas:  Nice.  A learning target I think in most schools would equate to their aim.  So for us a 
learning target is transferring the knowledge of what a student is going to gain once they walk out of the 
class into an “I can” statement.  It’s just something that is in friendly language for a student and so they 
know when they’ve met the goal is when they can answer yes to that, I can do that actually.  And those 
play a huge part in student led conferences because that’s what they’re graded on in all of their courses. 
 One thing that we didn’t mention yet for the Student Led Conferences is the habits of work and learning 
grades.  Do you want to explain that David or do you want me to? 
 
David:  I’ll explain it.  
 
Justine Thomas:  Great. 



    

 
David:  Habits of work and learning is for sure it helps.  It’s like your behaviour and like not necessarily 
grade but like how you like do it, like your effort and stuff like that and how you like participate and so.  
 
Justine Thomas:  So we make these goals and we try to pick a date on which we’ll achieve those goals.  So 
once we’ve decided all of that, I’ll actually go back later and type those up and send those to his mother. 
 We then got some feedback from mom, any questions that she had that were lingering after all of that was 
finished. 
 
Carol:  What are his chances for his grades to go up any higher at this rate? 
 
Justine Thomas:  I think since you know we’re part way through this marking period already.  So I think 
his chances of his grades improving are very good.  I know that for the work that he’s been handing in, in 
both Science and English that he’s spending more time on it and it has shown in the actual product.  So I 
think there’s at least an improvement in those grades.  I haven’t really checked in with the showing of the 
work in math but I can definitely pop in and find out about that and I can send you an e-mail and let you 
know how that’s going. 
 
Carol:  Okay.  
 
Brett Kimmel:  I think there’s several things that schools need to keep in mind as they’re thinking about 
potentially doing this.  One is that there needs to be time built in for teachers to be trained on how to run 
Student Led Conferences, and in our school at least teams of teachers to work collaboratively on how to 
organize vis-a-vis Student Led Conferences.  And there also needs to be time for Student Led Conferences 
to happen.  We’ve also built in a lot of professional development time for teachers either by paying 
teachers per-session to work additional hours or during common planning time built in to school schedules 
where we’re training teachers on what exactly student led conferences entail, what needs to happen during 
student led conferences and then working backwards from there all of the steps along the way that 
teachers along with kids will need to implement to make sure that we’re ready to go come Student Led 
Conference Day.  
 
 
Joseph Catalanotti:  We support teachers in preparing for Student Led Conferences in a number of ways. 
 We have developed a Student Led Conference handbook that was written by a teacher at our school.  In 
addition to that, we have team leaders on every grade and all of the team leaders are teachers that have 
taught in the school before for the Student Led Conferences. 
 
 
Justine Thomas:  I think the benefits of the student led conferences on my teaching helps me to see each 
individual student in a way that perhaps I didn’t see before.  I get to see how they follow the process of 
learning and not necessarily what the end product is but how they accomplish that end product.  So each 



    

of the small steps and it helps me to really focus on those smaller steps in my teaching as opposed to just 
jumping ahead of what I want to be the end point.  I think the benefits for the student from student led 
conferences is that they have to learn how to reflect on their learning and they have to learn how to talk 
about their learning.  Instead of just doing the pieces, now they have to do that metacognitive piece where 
they actually think about their learning. 
 
Carol:  My impression with the student led conferences is that it really puts it on the student to assess 
where they are and take responsibility from where they’ve been to where they’re going. 
 
Justine Thomas:  And when would you like to check in with this?  In one week?  In two weeks? 
 
David:  Like monthly. 
 
Justine Thomas:  Monthly.  So we can do a monthly check-in.  
 
Carol:  Just making the student kind of review their work and even in the process of doing their work 
knowing that at some point they’re going to have to explain that to mom or dad or whoever the caretaker 
may be in front of their teacher puts a lot of responsibility on the student.  And I like that the student led 
conferences have given us an opportunity to talk about education.  It’s really made it easier for us and 
improved the way we talk about it together. 
 
David:  The SLCs have encouraged me to do better because I know that my parents are going to come and 
see my work.  And I want to make them proud. 
 
Brett Kimmel:  Over the course of education, kids are moving in some ways from a very dependent mode 
to a much more independent mode as they progress through elementary, middle, high school, and college, 
and student led conferences connect right to that and so from the teacher perspective, student led 
conferences give the teachers a way, a means to that end if you will, a way to work with kids to start to 
move toward more independence in their academic careers. 


