A Foiled Classroom Inquiry Project Clears Way for New Ground, by David Carithers 

What happens when your Classroom Inquiry project goes bust before it gets off the ground, like one of those early rockets that lifts off only a few feet, then tips over and finally explodes in a fountain of light?  I was set to make observations about my dual credit / distance learning section of English composition to see how all the constraints of technology affected student learning.  I was most interested in how such constraints affect the students here at the university as they interact with other students via television screens and deal with me trying to engage those students as well.  
This line of study never got off the ground, however.  As I reported in a previous classroom inquiry report, just before fall semester 2006 I ran into more problems with my book choices for the dual credit / distance learning course, and I decided this time, “no compromises.”  A long story short: the university found someone else to teach that section of English composition and I voluntarily no longer teach dual credit / distance learning.  

So I will take this opportunity to talk about something new I have tried this semester that has been very productive for me and my students: individual conferences with the instructor.  I must admit I committed a cardinal sin of language arts teaching, one that would make Donald Murray roll over in his grave if he was actually deceased.  I stopped doing individual conferences with students several years ago (there!  I said it.  Please don’t lock me up, composition police!).  While I always held such conferences in graduate school in those first flush years of teaching when everything seemed possible, I quickly found conferences extremely time-consuming and exhausting.  To meet with students all day on an individual basis creates a different kind of exhaustion than the type I feel after holding classes all day.  So I just stopped doing them.  Chalk it up to laziness on my part, I guess.  
Fast forward to now, this Spring semester, and I started doing conferences again.  I am not sure why.  I think I had this little Donald Murray voice saying, “You are a pretty good teacher, but what about student conferences?  Remember, they are not supposed to be hard work for the instructor.  Let the student do the talking.”  So I tried it again and I am pleased with the results.  Yes, it is still exhausting when you have back to back conferences with students all day for several days in a row.  But now I remember why conferences are important.  Some students who would not utter a single word in class just open right up and talk non-stop in the conferences.  And the things I learn from them in the conferences are valuable to me: their majors, their life dreams, their hopes, fears, hobbies, the acquaintances we have in common, and on and on.  
This week I had two of the best conferences ever, true Donald Murray-type of conferences.  With just a few questions and an expressed interest in her subject, I was able to help a student narrow down a topic for her final 10 page paper.  Based on something she said in class recently, we started talking about her grandmother, who did such non-grandmotherly things as taking her grandkids out in a nearby field where she would spread a blanket, pour lemonade, and talk and listen to Joni Mitchell, sometimes all night.  Inspired by her grandmother, the student sometimes takes a blanket out to Pacer Pond on warm nights and listens to Joni Mitchell and sometimes sleeps all night out there.  After a brief conversation, this student decided to write about her grandmother.  She lit up with a big smile when the idea hit her: “Great conference!” she said.  A little talk went a long way and she practically ran out of here to begin writing.  
The same thing happened with the next student who came in.  Through some casual conversation (including me asking him if he was a vegetarian—he’s not, he just looks the part), he decided to write his final essay on appearances, and why so many people ask him if he is vegetarian.  “Is it the nose ring?” I asked.  “Or the hair?  Or the fact that you are skinny?  Or is it the clothes?”  And just like that, again, in a short 10 – 15 minute conference, a student who had walked into my office confused and frowning with frustration over a writing topic, walked out of my office smiling and confident in the topic and ready to begin writing.  

Those smiles remind me why I need to always do writing conferences individually in my office with every student, twice a semester if possible.  Those smiles tell me that these students are no longer frustrated, at least for the moment.  They are ready to write.  And that makes all the difference in the world.  
