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Abstract 
A sixth-grade World Cultures teacher created a system of dialogue where students reflected on 
their growth throughout a unit/semester and passed ownership from parents/teachers taking 
responsibility for assessment of student growth to students taking ownership of their reflection in 
the Project-Based Learning (PBL) process. The teacher wanted to understand the relationship 
between participation in student-led conferences/conversations and student agency in the 
reflection of individual progress. Data included student/family pre-conference notes, conference 
videos, and student/parent surveys. She found that having the student-led conference transferred 
ownership of personal habits of work to the students, and the structure of a student-led conference 
was an effective way for families to connect with their students.  
 
Keywords: Standards-Based Grading, Project-Based Grading, Student-Led Conferences, Middle 
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Context and Rationale 
During the 2018–2019 school year, sixth grade changed the instructional practice to be rooted in 
standards-based grading and built around the principles of Universal Design for Learning 
framework. The team’s intent with this transition was to communicate to both the students and 
the parents a more accurate portrayal of student achievement progress toward specific skills and 
content learning goals and whether the student is meeting those goals. In this World Cultures 
class, the attainment of knowledge was demonstrated through the completion of short/long 
responses, group collaboration, dialogue, conversations, debates, writing assessments, and unit 
projects.  

One of the significant aspects of project-based learning (PBL) is the reflection of individual 
student achievement. Throughout a unit, students sometimes spend weeks working on a 
culmination project. One of the challenges I noticed was that after the completion of a project or 
assessment of a unit, students would rarely take ownership of their reflection in reference to the 
completion process. Parents would look at their student’s grades out of context instead of the 
individual student being able to take ownership of their successes throughout the units as well as 
areas of growth. I believed that students needed to be provided with space where they were 
actively participating in conversations about their learning (Minke & Anderson, 2003); this was 
something I felt was lacking in my classroom. Because of this reflection, I sought to find a way 
for my students to be able to take this ownership of their reflection in a systematic approach that 
would not overwhelm them or their parents.  

Background and Purpose 
After reflecting on student analysis of their projects, units, and work from last year, I began to 
wonder how I could create a system of dialogue and communication where students could reflect 
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on their growth throughout a unit/semester. I believed this reflection could lead to passing 
ownership and autonomy from the parents and teachers taking responsibility for the assessment of 
student growth to the students taking ownership of their reflection process. One of the ways I 
aimed to achieve this was through the development of student-led conferences that empowered 
students in my World Cultures class to share their progress, achievements, strengths, and areas of 
growth with their parents in both formal and informal settings. According to Borba and Olvera 
(2001), when students are given the opportunity to actively participate in the reflection aspect of 
their progress in academics and assessments through student-led conferences, there is an increase 
in intrinsic motivation and interest in their personal growth and learning.  
 
PBL and standards-based learning emphasize the reflection piece of the learning process because 
they allow for more in-depth learning and integrate the prior knowledge of students with new 
knowledge and experiences. Students need to be able to explain why they chose to complete a 
task a certain way, how they grew throughout the process, and what they still need to work on. 
Based upon my journey of building the foundation of PBL in my class and my vision for where 
the reflection process in my classroom could lead, my primary question was: What is the 
relationship between participation in student-led conferences/conversations and student 
involvement and agency when reflecting on individual work and progress? My sub-question was: 
In what ways, if any, does this framework for student-led conferences/conversations influence 
student communication and dialogue with parents? 
 
One of the goals of this inquiry was to create a system where students would gain knowledge and 
experience in leading intentional conversations with their parents about their learning and 
achievements. I wanted to create a space where students would have the tools in place to become 
the facilitators of their conferences. Research illustrates that student-led conferences support 
balanced communication between all stakeholders, empower student control over their learning, 
and increase positive relationships between teachers, students, and parents. In traditional 
conferences, students take a backseat while the teacher and parents guide the conversation, 
sometimes without the input of the students themselves. Often in these settings, students feel like 
the conversation is just about them, rather than inclusive of them. Conderman, Ikan, and Hatcher 
(2000) assert that student-led conferences can create informed communication where students 
take more ownership over their work and achievement, learn communication and presentation 
skills, practice setting goals for themselves, and plan how to execute those goals. One of the most 
important takeaways of student-led conferences is that students are held accountable for their 
learning and assessment.  
 
Through the process of student-led conferences, I was able to highlight the importance of the 
student’s voice. Borba and Olvera (2001) state that the structure of student-led conferences can 
facilitate student empowerment because they provide a space where students can “share, and 
discuss their strengths, [areas of growth], progress, and academic and social goals” (p. 333). 
Engagement in student-led spaces can also lead to family-school relationships that are tighter and 
more conducive to advocating for students (Minke & Anderson, 2018). Arguments for student-led 
conferences include the democratic argument where students take the role of leadership in the 
conversations, the pedagogic argument where greater student involvement leads to a deeper 
understanding of learning, and the administrative argument where students organize all the 
information they need to help them lead their conferences with their parents (Tholander, 2011).  
 
To achieve success with student-led conferences, the teaching and learning environment needs to 
be centered on students gaining the intrinsic motivation to express concerns about their learning, 
their strengths, and areas of work (Schwartz & David, 2017). With this understanding of the 
benefits of creating a student-centered system of communication, my inquiry was focused on the 
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impact of self-reflection and personal growth using a system of dialogue where students take the 
lead in the conversation. 

Inquiry Methods 
Design and Data Sources 
After documenting low levels of student reflection after completing the first unit of the school 
year, I started going over the reflection process of work and PBL with the students, beginning 
with unit 2. I created opportunities for the students and families to engage in mini-conferences at 
home, where they reflected on a small number of assignments and student progress. Before the 
students started engaging in the process, I reviewed the reflection process with them and then 
asked the students what they might want to discuss with their parents. Together we co-
constructed the questions they thought would be essential to review with their parents. I designed 
an introduction letter that outlined the process of reflection for the parents. The family reflection 
form contained the list of work to reflect on and the questions they could use to help guide the 
discussion. The family reflection conferences were not just limited to discussions on grades or 
specific assignments but also presented an opportunity for families to discuss their child’s overall 
learning and progress in World Cultures. Lastly, families had the option of documenting their 
conversations on paper or recording their conversations.  
 
Throughout unit two, I used rubrics created for each graded assignment, student self-assessments 
crafted for each unit, observations, student and parent surveys, portfolio of student samples, and 
personal one-on-one interviews. Strategies and teaching methods throughout these two units 
included: 
 

• Using learning goal sheets to help students identify learning goals that they needed to 
work on and make a plan for their progress towards the goal.  

• Guiding students in using their self-assessments to reflect on their learning goals/targets. 
• Facilitating students in using the co-constructed rubrics to assess their learning.  
• Documenting student progress and feedback with observations and notes. 
• Using simulations and practices for students to reflect on their work at home with their 

parents.  
• Communicating to the parents structured questions for them to ask the students as they 

reflect on a major assignment or project. 
o Students could write down notes from the conference with their parents, or they 

could videotape the conference with Screencastify on their Chromebook. The 
families could choose what worked best for them.  

• Using a portfolio system for students to place their work in for reflection and analysis.  
 
Data pieces included:  

• Literature on student-led conferences 
• Student artifacts and portfolios 

o Short responses 
o Major assignments and projects 
o Learning goal reflections 
o Student conference reflection sheets 

• Student/family conference videos or notes 
• Student/parent interviews and surveys 

 
Table 1. Inquiry Timeline Calendar 
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Month Goals To do 
October Literature 

review 
Early October: 

• Finished reading literature on the topic of student-led 
conferences, the impact on student reflection, and 
conferences. 

Mid-late October (10/15–10/31): 
• Created family reflection questions with the students. 
• Created and implemented step by step conversation 

starters for the students to use at home.  
• Planned the introduction lesson that lays out the format 

for the students to get used to the conferences with their 
parents. 

• Had a practice simulation of how the reflection 
conference could look like for the students.  

• Had the students engage in the first family reflection 
conference with their parents. 

• Administered surveys to students and parents after the 
first reflection conference that included questions about 
how they think the first reflection conference went, what 
they learned, how they perceived the process, and what 
could be done before next time.  

November Collect 
data/analyze 

data 

• Reviewed examples of family reflection (both paper and 
video). 

• Reviewed the surveys filled out by the students and the 
parents to help set up for the next family reflection. 

• Analyzed data on what students think/feel about 
the process and the conference. 

• How did their parents react to this new structure 
of conversation? 

• Mini-lessons to support the reflection process with the 
students. 

December-
March 

Collect 
data/analyze 

data 

• Reviewed examples of family reflection (both paper and 
video) 

• Reviewed the surveys filled out by the students and the 
parents to help set up for the next family reflection. 

• Analyzed data on what students think/feel about 
the process and the conference. 

• How did their parents react to this new structure 
of conversation? 

• Mini-lessons to support the reflection process with the 
students. 
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Participants and Data Collection 
Out of five class periods, I chose to focus on first period due to observations I made about 
students in this class period having a hard time articulating why they decided on certain academic 
choices and goals for the future after completing a task. 
 
For the first student reflection, students wrote down their thoughts to seven questions to use as a 
tool to help guide the conversation with their parents. Questions on the reflection sheet included 
asking students to create goals for their next short response as well as laying out a plan for 
achieving that goal, strengths of the assignments (including what students thought they did well), 
and areas of growth (including what students felt they needed to work on) as shown in Figures 1 
and 2. One of the skills we worked on before students completed the reflection form was making 
sure they elaborated on their claims and backed up their thinking with evidence. Simulations and 
practices were implemented for students to reflect on their work at home with their parents and 
provide them with the opportunity to refine their communication skills and receive feedback 
before the actual conference (Conderman, Ikan, & Hatcher, 2000).  
 

 
Figure 1. Student conference reflection #1 
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Figure 2. Student conference reflection #3 
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The at-home conferences were not limited to discussions on grades or specific assignments but 
were an opportunity for families to engage in discussions about their child’s overall learning and 
progress in World Cultures. Students could write down notes from the conference with their 
parents, or they could videotape the conference with Screencastify, which is a free screen 
recorder for Google Chrome. Families had the option of documenting their conversations on 
paper while taking notes or recording their conversations using their child’s computer. After the 
conferences were over, parents were asked to complete a survey to reflect on the experience with 
their child.  
 
The students completed their second conference after completing their unit 2 project on human 
migration and the immigrant experience. The second conference entailed students sharing with 
their parents what they learned throughout the project and presentation and reflecting on their 
learning goals. Compared to student-led conference #1, this second conference tied in the impact 
of perception and bias and asked students to reflect on the effect of single stories on individuals. 
A change I made for student-led conference #2 was that I added a student survey in addition to 
the parent survey for them to complete after the conference.  

Data Analysis: Student Reflection Pre-Conference Sheets and 
Video Analysis 
After collecting and reviewing student reflection pre-conference sheets and the student-recorded 
videos and notes from student-led conference #1, I engaged in a four-step process for summative 
data analysis. First, I described what I noticed about the data. Step two included making sense of 
the data by organizing the information into themes, and step three included interpreting what the 
themes demonstrated. Lastly, step four involved drawing interpretations and conclusions from the 
data (Dana & Yendol-Hoppey, 2014). As I reviewed the conferences of each student, whether it 
was a video recording or parent notes, I took notes on initial thoughts of what was happening as 
part of step 1. Figure 3 shows an example of the notes I took while listening to the audio 
conference completed by student AC.  
 

 
Figure 3. AC conference data 
 
Then, after going through all the videos and documents like the post-conference reflection 
completed by MM in Figure 4, I organized my notes into different themes with step 2 of sense-
making. These themes included drawing real-world connections of what happened in class to 
conversations they had at home, the importance of collaboration, ownership of personal habits of 
work, and the support of parents, as seen in Figure 4. Figure 5 shows an example of the themes 
that emerged after I listened to CL’s video conference with his mother.  
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Figure 4. MM conference 3 reflection 
 

 
Figure 5. The themes of data pieces 
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Figure 6. CL conference data 
 

Data Analysis: Parent Reflection Survey 
After the conferences were over, parents filled out a survey containing five questions asking them 
to reflect on their experience. Questions included parents reflecting on if they felt the conference 
was a success, what they learned about their child, what areas of improvement they were looking 
for, what their favorite part of the conference was, and what they would do differently next time, 
if anything. After collecting the responses, I analyzed them for connections. Some themes I 
documented included several parents finding the conference a success due to constructive 
communication between them and their child, parents being surprised at the level of awareness 
demonstrated by their child, and several parents wanting their child to work on focusing on finer 
details as an area for improvement. I also found that several parents reflected that the conference 
was a way for students to question their progress and that several of their students had a goal of 
learning how to collaborate with others. Figure 7 shows a collection of parent responses to 
question 2 of the parent survey, which asked them what they learned about their child during the 
conference.  
 

 
Figure 7. Parent survey question 2 responses 
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Findings 
After analyzing the conferences and my themes for connections, I was able to claim that having 
the student-led conference format transferred ownership of personal habits of work, including 
decision making and goal setting to some of the students themselves. Several students were able 
to defend why they made certain decisions in their academic life. Evidence for this claim in 
conference #1 came from seven of 23 students comments being related to personal habits of work 
they could improve on, including from one student “setting better goals to learn from my 
mistakes” to another saying that “they would make better use of their Win Wednesday choice 
time [the personalized learning structure used in sixth grade] to strengthen their understanding of 
the material” as seen in Figure 8. It seemed that several students were able to pinpoint and 
recognize a concrete step they would need to take in trying to achieve their learning goals.  
 

 
Figure 8. Student responses about personal habits of work 
 
After I went through the 55 parent surveys, my second claim was that the structure of a student-
led conference where students take the lead in sharing their learning, progress and reflect on their 
work with parents is an effective way for some families to connect with their students in an 
intentional way. I came to this conclusion because of the 55 responses from the post-conference 
survey after conference #2; 11 parents replied that the best part of the conference was simply 
connecting with their child. They liked having that time set aside to just talk with them. In 
addition to that, five parents commented that hearing their students give in-depth answers and 
share their understanding of a topic made them reflect on the disconnect between how much the 
students knew to what the parents thought they knew. Figure 9 shows some of the parent 
responses to the question on the parent survey, which asked them about their favorite part of the 
conference. With the reflection survey, I was encouraged  and pleased to learn that the parents 
enjoyed having a conversation with their child that had a goal and objective but was not 
restrictive. It was beneficial that the students were able to conduct the conference in whichever 
way they thought best for their family. 
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Figure 9. Parent responses question #4 
 

Conclusions and Implications for Future Practice 
This inquiry allowed me to explore the impact of facilitating an environment that was student-
centered and fostered high student reflection. Over the course of the year, I continued to collect 
data from the conferences, student and parent surveys, as well as the literature. Many parents 
already had daily conversations with their children about what they did or learned each day in 
school. The purpose of these conferences was for parents to have intentional discussions led by 
their students about specific learning goals, how they felt about their progress towards achieving 
those learning goals, and reflect on their areas of strength as well as areas of growth. My intention 
through this inquiry was to create an environment that taught students to look past the grades and 
reflect on the actual learning they gained throughout my class. From Tuinstra and Hiatt-Michael 
(2004), I also got the idea of possibly categorizing data for future conferences into several 
categories of research questions. This method allowed me to look at my thinking process as well 
as the data collected as a whole instead of in small chunks. These categories include: 
 

• Structural changes from conference to conference 
• Academic changes I noticed 
• Observable classroom behavior changes 
• Students’ affective domain 
• Parent participation 
• Development of student-led conferences 

 
As I continued to learn about how best to support my students in effectively communicating their 
expectations, and taking leadership roles in communicating their reflection, strengths, and areas 
of work, I realized there was still more work to do as I continue on this journey of encouraging 
self-reflection in my students. First, I need to implement more simulations for students to practice 
the process of leading their conferences during class time before they conduct their conferences at 
home with their parents. This practice was very influential in helping the students effectively 
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communicate their learning and individual expectations. I believe the next step of this process 
was to have more frequent opportunities for my students to analyze their learning goals and draw 
connections to what they learned in class to real-world situations. Finally, as our school continues 
our journey to implementing open communication between all our stakeholders, we also continue 
to create opportunities for students to take the lead in conferences about their learning, 
assessment, and achievements. Through my work, I was able to share my ideas of student 
reflection with other teachers and demonstrated new ways that could be used to facilitate this 
crucial aspect of student learning.  
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Appendix A 
 

Student-Led Conference Reflection Sheets #1, #2, and #3 
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Appendix B 
 

Parent Reflection Survey 
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