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Abstract 

With the increased focus on high-stakes testing and non-fiction, many significant forms 

of creative writing such as poetry have been overshadowed by other modes such as expository 

and persuasive. However, creative writing is no less valuable, and to further shed light on poetic 

composition, a qualitative case study was conducted to explore the poetry writing processes of 

one adolescent student while she composed four different poems. Pioneered by researchers like 

Janet Emig, Linda Flower, and John Hayes, the major data collection method employed was 

think-aloud, whereby the participant is recorded while speaking aloud as many thoughts as 

possible during composing. Through the use of both direct interpretation and categorical 

aggregation, several themes emerged such as that there is a uniqueness of the process among the 

poems composed and the think-aloud process itself is an area that merits further investigation for 

writers and teachers of poetry. 
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A Case Study of One Adolescent's Poetry Writing Processes Using Think-aloud 

Most educators would not argue the validity of teaching writing, yet in the recent past, 

the variety of writing modes in the language arts classroom that receive priority, time, and 

attention seem to be dwindling. With the ever-present emphasis on high-stakes testing, many 

significant forms of creative writing, such as poetry, have been overshadowed by other modes, 

such as expository and persuasive. This trend is reflected in the Common Core State Standards 

(2017) for writing, which focus on narrative and explanatory writing. However, creative writing 

is no less valuable, and “good writing in any genre is the result of a similar process of discovery 

and exploration through language” (Murray, 1973, p. 1,236). Murray goes on to say that if 

teachers limit the types of genres their students experience, they are cheating them of valuable 

opportunities of expression and intellectual growth. He contends, “[I]n education our primary job 

is to open doors, to issue invitations, to make new ideas and experiences available (Murray, 

1973, p. 1,236). Janet Emig (1971) describes this type of expressive writing as reflexive, writing 

that focuses on the writer’s experiences, thoughts, and feelings. Without extending the invitation 

for students to compose in the reflexive mode of poetic writing, teachers deny students the 

opportunities of self-discovery and the creation of art.  

Since writing in general is such a significant human activity, and one of the three major 

English language arts activities, much research has been done in the area of composing. Seminal 

studies conducted by Janet Emig (1971), Donald Murray (1978), Linda Flower and John Hayes 

(1983), James Britton (1978), and Sondra Perl (1979) have done much to further knowledge of 

not only writing, but also of the processes writers employ when composing. These studies 

yielded information that have given teachers knowledge about students’ backgrounds, writing 

experiences, attitudes towards writing and school, and how students write in the classroom 

environment (Atwell, 1982). More recently, researchers have turned from a focus on cognitive 
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models and a generalizable process theory to post-process theories that place more emphasis on 

the end product and the notion of “doneness” of a piece (McAlear & Pedretti, 2016; Kent, 1999). 

Research available on writing and the writing process seems limitless; however, there seems to 

be a dearth of information about how adolescents compose poetry, which is a significant and 

valuable mode of writing, since writing itself is an act of self-discovery and learning and it 

satisfies man’s hunger to communicate (Murray, 1973).  

 Janet Emig’s (1971) study of the composing processes of 12th graders was 

groundbreaking due to her use of the think-aloud method as a way to examine the writing 

process as it unfolds; however, her focus was on prose writing. Since she wanted to examine the 

thought processes of students as they were composing, think-aloud seemed the best way to yield 

that kind of information. Sondra Perl (1984), in her manual Coding the Composing Process: A 

Guide for Teachers and Researchers, presents a method for coding the think-aloud composing 

session in order to analyze students’ prose writing processes. 

These seminal works suggest that while great strides have been made in understanding 

the processes by which writers write, there is still a need for additional information about the 

adolescent poetry composition process, including post-process considerations such as the 

writer’s conception of when a piece is finished. While these studies and numerous others issue 

calls for research in very specific areas related to their respective findings, the need for this study 

is ultimately driven by a need to understand the poetry writing process of adolescent students. 

Therefore the question this study seeks to answer is How does one adolescent student write 

poetry?  

Research on Composing 

John Hayes and Linda Flower (1979, 1981, 1983) have conducted numerous studies on 

the composing process. Their 1983 research focused on the cognitive processes involved in 
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expository writing. Using protocol analysis from think-aloud composing of both expert and 

novice writers from Carnegie-Mellon University, they attempted to develop a composition model 

that would provide a way to discuss the writing process, take into account individual differences 

in the writing process, and assist struggling adult writers.  

 They proposed that writing consists of three main processes: planning, translating, and 

reviewing. Their findings showed that writing is not a linear process but one that is “recursive,” 

with the three main processes taking place in a somewhat predictable order for most writers, but 

being interrupted by other processes in different ways for different writers. Flower and Hayes 

(1981) along with other researchers (de Beaugrande, 1984; Bridwell, 1980; Daiute, 1981; 

Faigley & Witte, 1981; Matsuhashi, 1981; Perl, 1979; Sommers, 1980; Witte, 1983, 1985, 1987 

[as cited in Dyson & Freedman, 2003, p. 975]) defined these processes recursively, highlighting 

how the sub-processes interrupt each other.   

In addition to developing a composition model, they also found that expert and novice 

writers behave differently, the strategies experienced writers use are teachable, and planning is a 

major area for improving student writing. This is particularly relevant to this study. Since 

strategies that experienced writers use are teachable, it would follow that students who are aware 

of their writing process could then begin to address areas of weakness in their own writing. 

Becoming aware of their composing process would also draw attention to the amount of revision 

that occurs. When the researchers examined the Planning process using think-aloud composing 

and protocol analysis, they found that “plans do not emerge fully blown at the beginning of a 

writing session…plans begin as sketches that get changed and fleshed out as the writer explores 

the problems” (Hayes & Flower, 1983, p. 58).  
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Research on the Adolescent Composing Processes 

   Research conducted by James Britton (1978) and the Writing Research Unit at the 

University of London Institute of Education, starting in 1967 and focusing on the writing 

development of secondary students, examined two thousand scripts of 500 secondary boys and 

girls in England and Wales. Britton (1978) used three main categories to describe the writing 

functions: transactional, expressive, and poetic (p. 16). Because this study focuses on poetry, 

Britton’s writing that moves toward the poetic end of the continuum is pertinent. Britton asserts 

that once writing moves closer to the poetic end, the utterances themselves become the focus. 

There then becomes an increased stress on the forms of the language itself. He states that at “the 

poetic end of the scale, then, a piece of writing is a verbal object, an artifact in works, a work of 

art” (p. 20). The focus shifts from message only to whole design. In poetic language, there is a 

need to express oneself, and writing it down satisfies that need. Britton states that there are 

differences in the ways people understand transactional and poetic texts. When readers view 

transactional texts they continually and sometimes simultaneously accept, reject, build 

connections, judge, or ignore what is being said. The writer of transactional texts keeps his 

audience in mind and attempts to open up the piece in a way that will draw the reader in and lead 

him or her to the intended message. Poetic discourse, on the other hand, serves a different 

purpose and is viewed differently, almost immediately, by the reader. When a reader encounters 

the first lines of poetry, he or she instantly knows that another set of rules is at work. Poems are 

read as a whole, which Britton terms “global contextualization.” As soon as a reader encounters 

poetic text, the reader’s “intention is to recreate a verbal object, a piece of discourse that achieves 

by internal organization a single identity marked off from the rest of the world” (p. 20) as 

opposed to the “piecemeal” fashion of the continual rejecting and accepting of transactional 

discourse. In writing poetic discourse, Britton explains that the writer is inviting the reader to 



McIntyre, Reeves, & Curry  A CASE STUDY OF ONE ADOLESCENT 

91 

switch from the participant role to the spectator role. He suggests that in poetic discourse a piece 

may begin loose or unstructured but may take shape “under the influence of the affective power 

of rhythm or sound pattern, an image or idea” (p. 25).   

The team’s study of processes led them to examine three stages: preparation, incubation, 

and articulation. Britton (1978) asserts that in much of poetic writing, incubation takes place 

during and throughout the preparation stage. They also discovered the importance of writers 

reading back over previously written material while articulating. The researchers concealed what 

had been previously transcribed on the page so the participants could not reread what they had 

written. They found that writing both expressive and transactional texts without being able to 

read back over what had been previously written was moderately frustrating, while writing poetic 

discourse without viewing what had been written was impossible. The results of their experiment 

showed that the writer is “shaping the utterance” as he or she writes (p. 24). In articulation, this 

“shaping” could be traced to a developed “inner voice” that guides or directs the writer. He 

suggests that in poetic discourse a piece may begin loose or unstructured, but it may take shape 

“under the influence of the affective power of rhythm or sound pattern, an image or idea” (p. 25).  

The importance of being able to read back over the text that has previously been written 

is also discussed by Janet Emig (1978) in her recounting of an interview with Jean-Paul Sartre in 

which he stated that after becoming blind, “I can no longer see what I write…I no longer have 

even the slightest possibility of being actively engaged as a writer” (as cited in Emig, 1978, p. 

63). Because poetry can be relatively short in comparison to prose writing and expert poets 

revise extensively, indicating they read and reread what they have written, then rereading and 

scanning may be absolutely integral to poetry composition. The need to see the whole work 

underscores the idea that a poem is a piece of art. Writers shape the text as they write, and when 

they get sidetracked, they go back to read what has been written previously to get back on track. 
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Post-Process Composition Theories  

 Many years ago, researchers in the field of writing made the shift from the product-

driven approach of writing instruction to a process-driven approach for writing instruction. This 

drastically changed the landscape of composition theory and writing instruction. As a result, 

teachers ceased looking exclusively at what students produce to also how they produce it. 

Eventually, a pendulum swing occurred, and many jumped on the process bandwagon, using it to 

teach writing in a prescribed order: plan first, draft second, revise third, edit/proofread fourth, 

and publish/present last. As a reaction to the pervasive nature of cognitive models of 

composition, post-process theory has gained momentum. Advocates of post-process theory do 

not refute that writers have a process; they instead assert that “writing is a practice that cannot be 

captured by a generalized process or a Big Theory” (Kent, 1999, p.1). Thomas Kent and other 

theorists, such as Gary Olsen and Joseph Petraglia, posit that writing is highly situational and 

individual and therefore cannot be summed up in one theory or taught using a prescribed, if not 

contrived, model (Kent, 1999).  

Research Question and Research Design 

The purpose of this study is to examine the question “How does one adolescent compose 

poetry?” In studies focusing on the writing process and those using the think-aloud data 

collection method, the primary design utilized has been case study (Emig, 1971; Flower & 

Hayes, 1979; Perl, 1984; Armstrong 1984, 1985). A case study provides a framework for 

examining the uniqueness of an individual’s poetry writing process and allows for various types 

of data to be employed to provide a detailed picture of the process (Cresswell, 1998; Stake, 1995; 

Yin, 2003). In reference to the research presented in this study, the poetry writing process of an 

adolescent is revealed through an instrumental case study not because the case itself was unique, 

but because the case was used to illustrate a process. The data collection sources utilized were 
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interviews, direct observation, participant observation (in the metacognitive nature of the think-

alouds), and physical artifacts (the poems themselves). 

  Participant selection for this case was based on purposive sampling as it “allows us to 

choose a case because it illustrates some feature or process in which we are interested” and 

“demands that we think critically about the parameters of the population we are interested in and 

choose our sample case carefully on this basis” (Silverman, 2001, p. 250). This type of sampling 

allows the researcher to “seek out groups, settings and individuals where…the processes being 

studied are most likely to occur” (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994, as cited in Silverman, 2001, p. 250). 

An adolescent female who was interested in poetry and would be open to the kind of 

conversation and sharing necessary in this type of research was asked to participate in this study. 

Data Collection: Think Aloud 

The primary method of data collection was the think-alouds, in which the participant was 

asked to write poems while being audio-recorded and speaking aloud all thoughts to the best of 

her ability during the poetry composition process. The think-aloud protocol for data collection is 

well established (Emig, 1971; Hayes & Flower, 1983; Perl, 1984). In The Composing Processes 

of Twelfth Graders (1971), Janet Emig formulated ten dimensions of the composing process 

from data analysis of eight sixteen and seventeen-year-old twelfth graders. She found that the 

twelfth graders in her sample engaged in two modes of composing: reflexive (focusing on a 

writer’s thoughts and feelings and concerning experiences) and extensive (focusing on a writer’s 

conveying of a message). Reflexive writing often occurs as poetry. Even though her study did 

not focus on the poetry writing process specifically, she did find that students composing in the 

reflexive mode chose poetry. Since one method of data collection was for the participant to 

compose aloud while being taped, and her subjects were high school students, her study was the 

most pertinent. While Emig (1971) does conduct some of the data collection as a think-aloud, 
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much of her data are retrospective, meaning she is asking the participants about their writing 

after the fact. For this study, the primary method of data collection was think-aloud during the 

composing process; however, post-session interviews were used to clarify. Another interesting 

point of Emig’s study was that she gave her participants the topics beforehand, which raised the 

question as to how the participants could accurately account for their planning activities. 

Although her study does not hone in on poetic writing, it still informs adolescent composing in 

general. 

For this particular study, the participant, a 16-year-old high school sophomore, met with 

the researcher six times for interviews and think-aloud writing sessions over a period of five 

weeks. As the participant wrote, she was asked to verbalize her thoughts about decision-making, 

reasons for corrections, any re-reads, and so on. During the first writing session meeting, she 

practiced the think-aloud procedure using a descriptive paragraph. Because composing aloud is 

not natural to most people, the think-aloud method works better if participants have an 

opportunity to practice before being taped (Perl, 1984). There was an initial meeting to practice 

the think aloud method, the four digitally recorded think-aloud composing sessions ranging from 

10 minutes to 15 minutes in duration, and one follow-up interview at the conclusion, as all post-

think-aloud writing interviews were questionnaires that were sent with her to complete at her 

convenience. In addition to the observation and interviews, the poems themselves were utilized.  

She was given four prompts for her to compose the poems using think-aloud. The first 

two were composed and voice recorded with the researcher present in a classroom at the high 

school where the researcher was employed and the student attended. The first prompt asked that 

she write a haiku and the second prompt asked that she employ one type of figurative language 

and sound device. These sessions allowed the student to become familiar with the process and 

fully grasp what was being required of her. Although think-aloud is an acceptable and 
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recognized way to collect metacognitive data, it still has limitations in that people cannot fully 

verbalize all of their thought processes. Additionally, speaking aloud thought processes is not 

natural to most people, so in order to mitigate some of these issues, the remaining two prompts 

were given to her to take home and write and record, which also gave her more flexibility. The 

third poem prompt requested that she scan her journal for ideas, and the fourth prompt had no 

stipulations.  

Collecting Data: Questions to Explore in the Adolescent’s Poetry Writing Process 

Once each of the poetry think-aloud sessions was completed and transcribed, questions 

for the post-session interviews emerged. The questions for the post-session interviews were 

directed to specific instances in the think-alouds for which clarification was needed of the intent 

of an action or elaboration on a decision made when writing the poem. Yin (2003) recommends 

researchers use open-ended questions to expand the depth of data gathering and to increase the 

number of sources of information.  

Along with the post-session interview questionnaires, the participant was provided with a 

copy of the transcript of the taped composing aloud poetry session so she could refer back to the 

specific instances that the questions cited, but it also allowed her to correct any inaccuracies in 

the transcripts. Once the think-alouds and interviews were transcribed, she was asked to verify 

the correctness of the information in what Stake (1995) calls “member checking,” one form of 

triangulating the data (p. 115). 

Data Analysis  

 Categorical aggregation and direct interpretation. As part of this exploration of how 

an adolescent writes poetry, subquestions emerged. In what order does she do things? How does 

she plan? How does she revise? How does she generate a topic? Why does she choose certain 

words, and how long does it take her to complete a poem? Therefore, specific questions were 
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created to target these areas. Based on the nature of the question, they were then separated into 

two groups. One group of questions could be answered by reading the text and her responses to 

the post-session interview questions then recording impressions and retracing her actions through 

descriptive sequences, which are briefly discussed below. The remaining questions could be 

analyzed by coding the data, doing simple counts, and aggregating the instances.  

Categorical aggregation and direct interpretation were used to analyze the data to 

highlight patterns and arrive at themes. The transcripts of her think-aloud sessions were 

translated into descriptive statements, which revealed repetition of behaviors as well. By 

addressing the two sets of questions and analyzing the descriptive statements, themes and 

patterns were identified. Direct interpretation occurs when “the case study researcher looks at 

single instances and draws meaning from it without looking for multiple instances” (Creswell, 

1998, p. 154). Once the researcher begins looking for single instances of significance and 

multiple instances have been aggregated, patterns begin to emerge. 

 Descriptive statements. The most thorough way to explore the participant’s writing 

process was to first read the transcript as a whole while recording impressions, and then chart the 

data in such a way that a timeline of her activities illuminated the single instances of 

significance. Creswell (1998) calls this “pulling the data apart and putting them back together in 

more meaningful ways” (p. 154), and Stake (1995) discusses “sequencing the action.” Therefore, 

chunks of the think-aloud sessions were translated into statements that track her movements. 

Secondarily, this translation made evident some of the quantifiable aspects discussed later. All 

three sources of data were referenced simultaneously—the transcript of the think-aloud, the 

poem, and the follow-up interviews—but the data written out in statements allowed for a holistic 

view of the whole process that illuminated the essence of her behaviors without the interference 

of the language of the poem itself. Not only do these descriptive statements provide a holistic 
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view of her writing process activities, they also highlight the frequency that behaviors occurred. 

Sondra Perl (1984) carries out a similar form of tabulating and examining process activities in a 

manual designed to aid in writing process analysis; however, it was more beneficial to elaborate 

on the writer’s behaviors and provide a “play by play,” if you will, of the poems instead of 

primarily reporting simple counts as she did.  

While this is a lengthy account of her behaviors, it provides a different kind of view of 

the think-aloud sessions than the transcripts alone. In the following descriptive statements, the 

researcher refrained from extrapolating interpretations from the data at this point and adhered to 

describing behaviors that were evident in the think-aloud. When there was a question about the 

motivation for an action, the other pieces of data were consulted, such as interviews and the 

poems for “data triangulation” (Patten, 2002, p. 124). 

Below is a sample of what happened in the participant’s first poetry writing session. The 

data was “pulled apart” (Creswell, 1998) and “sequenced” (Stake, 1995) into chronological 

chunks that were formed into statements that describe her behaviors in a manageable way. As 

this presentation of the data is lengthy, only a portion of one of the four sessions is included in 

this manuscript. 

Analysis of the participant’s writing behaviors in poem session one. 

1. The total session is six minutes and 35 seconds in length. 

2. The participant composed two poems that are each three lines. They are haikus. 

3. Poem one contains 14 words. Poem two contains 13 words. 

4. The researcher pushes the record button, places the recorder on the participant’s desk, 

and sits down in a chair nearby, but not too close. The participant is seated at a 

student desk, and she first reads the prompt. 

5. The participant then thinks through the prompt and puts it into her own words. 
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6. The participant restates a requirement from the prompt and recalls what a “haiku” is. 

7. The prompt guides her choice of topic. (nature) 

8. She generates a topic quickly by thinking about the weather the night before. 

9. She decides on a topic. (rain) 

10. She makes a statement about what she wants to write about and then changes her 

mind on the topic. (from rain to thunder and how she slept). 

11. Speaking while writing, she writes two words of line 1 and makes a mistake, erases 

and corrects it. (“to” for “too”) 

12. Continuing speaking while writing, on the fifth word of line 1, she comments about 

line 2. 

13. Commenting on how to phrase the line differently, she tries out a replacement word 

for the last word in line 1 but stays with what she wrote. (“thunder rolling” but stays 

with “thunder roll”) 

14. Speaking while writing, she writes three words of line two.  

15. While writing line 2, she contemplates ideas for line 3- how she wants to convey the 

idea that the poem isn’t just about the storm but how it is “affecting nature.” 

16. She rereads line 2. 

Building on Perl’s (1984) list of codes for analyzing the writing process, the researchers 

developed codes that would group instances consistent with her composing behaviors while still 

allowing for emergent data. A sample of the codes include planning, commenting, rehearsing, 

rehearsing leading to writing, writing, and revising, just to name a few. That information allowed 

for meaning to be drawn from the repetition of phenomena (Stake, 1995). In a qualitative case 

study, there is a need to explain and contextualize any quantitative data gathered. Frequency does 

not necessarily imply significance, and each poem is unique; therefore, the simple counts might 
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be meaningless without some discussion. Taking those considerations into account, the questions 

mentioned earlier were also used to analyze frequency. Analysis of the data revealed that four 

separate case studies of each of the four poetry writing sessions was actually conducted; 

however, themes common among them are discussed in detail. 

Findings 

The poems the participant wrote during the four think-aloud sessions differed in the order 

of processes that interrupted one another and in what she was concerned about while writing 

each. Although unique individually, her poems and processes share similarities with each other 

and align with the findings of others who have researched writing processes (Armstrong, 1985; 

Britton, 1978; Emig, 1971; Flower & Hayes, 1979; Murray, 1978). However, the participant’s 

conception of the poem as a unique entity with its own identity as a completed piece underscores 

how poetry composition may not be fully explained using cognitive process models. The results 

of this study revealed the following, which has been presented with headings for additional 

clarity. 

Rereading/Repeating 

Rereading, which on the surface appears to be a function of “reviewing to revise,” was 

occasionally part of the planning stage. At times it was as if the participant kept rereading and 

repeating in order to focus her thoughts or to come up with an idea instead of rereading to assess 

and then revise. In some instances, it initially appeared she was rereading when, in fact, she was 

only repeating words or parts of lines. Yet in Poem Session Three, she appeared to repeat phrases 

just to provide something for the recorder, although other thoughts about the poem were racing 

in her head, for example when she said, “…thinking…the next thing I remember…the next thing 

I remember…the next thing I remember.” Other times she would repeat words to come up with 

an acceptable rhyming word. In Poem Session Four, her rereads seemed to help her re-establish 
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the rhythm of the poem and to facilitate a continuation of the rhyme pattern she had begun. In 

sum, her rereading was a significant part of her process because it appeared to function as a 

means to focus her thoughts, rehearse possible ideas, generate rhyming words, and recapture the 

rhythm of the poem before she continued to write.  

Audience 

In the post-session interview for Poem Session Four, the participant was asked who her 

primary audience was when she wrote poems. She replied, “Often myself or teachers, if it’s 

school work. I sometimes write poems for people (best friends, boyfriends) but rarely ever give 

them the poem.” In another of her interviews, she reiterated that she primarily only considers 

audience when writing a poem that is for an assignment. Even though she knew this writing 

would not be assessed in any way, she made numerous comments about what “people might 

think” about her word and phrase choices. Each time she made a comment about something in 

her poem being cliché or too plain when questioned, she always referred to what “people would 

think.” In ways it appeared that she was not necessarily coming up with the right word for the 

poem, she was coming up with the right word for the audience—something others might think 

was unique or original.  

Uniqueness of the Participant’s Process  

 Each of the poems the participant wrote is different in form, and the process by which she 

composes each poem is unique. Her personal life, interests, experiences as a writer, the prompt, 

and her knowledge of poetry all came together to create a unique composing experience. 

Nowhere is this more evident than the instances when the poem itself seemed to determine the 

direction of the composing. While there were unique features to each poem and its respective 

composing processes, there were also similarities among them. Her process progressed primarily 

as follows: plan/rehearse, compose, reread, rehearse, compose, reread, rehearse, and so on. 
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Sometimes her rereading led to rehearsing and composing on a previously written part of the 

poem, but the order was still about the same. One discovery, that she affirmed, was that for 

shorter poems like the haiku, instead of extensive revising, she would scrap it and begin anew as 

she did in Poem Session One, where she composed two haiku when only one was requested. 

However, being that all of her poems were relatively short, other reasons were explored to 

explain this behavior. Although unacknowledged by her, she spent the most time composing 

poems in Sessions Two and Four. In investigating why she might have spent more time on these 

poems (length and number of words not accounting for it), her comments during the think-alouds 

and the interviews were examined to perhaps explain what circumstances would allow her to 

stop revising and begin anew.  

While there is not enough data here to make this conclusive (other poems she scrapped 

besides the one haiku), the data that was present seemed to point to the notion that she stuck with 

the poems she felt were worthy or to which she felt connected. She liked the poem from Session 

Two because of the way it flowed and sounded, which she identified early on. In Poem Session 

Three, she revised until the extreme emotion of the event she was relating was communicated. 

Then in Poem Session Four, she found a pattern of rhyme she liked early on and allowed that to 

shape the remainder of the poem. In Session Four, she also stated that she enjoyed writing about 

something she had fun doing earlier in the day, almost as if she were reliving the moment.  

Each of these instances suggests that if the participant is emotionally invested in a poem, 

she takes the time to work on it till it meets with her expectations. Emig’s (1971) findings 

support this; students spent a substantial amount of time planning, writing, and revising for 

reflexive writing they did for themselves and engaged in outside of school. Mimi Schwartz 

(1983) further asserts that when a writer’s interest in exploring meaning is pricked, and enough 

structure of meaning in initial drafts exists to make the writer feel that additional effort is 
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worthwhile, then writers will write texts “in which inner meanings are translated into full written 

expression” (p. 198).  

The Poem as an Entity 

 It was interesting how the participant used language about her poems that sounded like 

what Britton (1978) describes as a “verbal artifact.” For instance, in the Poem Session Two 

follow-up interview, she said, “For me when a poem flows it’s easy to read and seems like it’s 

supposed to be written that way.” She made statements suggesting that the poem itself was as 

significant in deciding the direction as any ideas she might have had for the poem at the 

beginning of the session. Murray (1985) highlights this complexity when he examined how the 

writing task itself shapes the writer’s process (in Dyson & Freedman, 2003). Another instance in 

Poem Session Four is when an accidental rhyme in the second and fourth lines caused her to 

continue with that rhyme scheme throughout. In this session, it is apparent from her comments 

that what she had written influenced the remainder of the poem. Britton (1978) suggests that in 

poetic discourse, a piece may begin loose or unstructured but may take shape “under the 

influence of the affective power of rhythm or sound pattern, an image or idea” (p. 25). The 

participant’s writing that inspires a new direction seems influenced by rhyme, rhythm, and 

images that appear and take shape as she is writing.  

It is very evident from her various comments that the poem has a power of its own that 

influences what comes next, like during Poem Session Four when she said, “No, I actually like 

the way it kind of flows now that I think about it…because the first paragraph is just like it’s 

kind of telling you where it’s going to go. So, I’m going to put…do one more so it’s kind of a 

four-stanza thing.” Likewise, in Poem Session Three, the revising and writing helped the poem 

better communicate the meaning she intended. She had a story of an emotional event to tell (her 

Future Farmers of America [FFA] speech), and she revised the poem in order for it to “come 
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near its best expression” (Armstrong, 1985, p. 16). As discussed earlier, this poem may have 

been more “transactional” in nature than her other three poems. Interestingly, the participant was 

cognizant of the “flow and sound” of the poem when inexperienced writers “may be less able 

than more expert writers to attune to the ‘flow’ of their text, that is, to detect errors by relying on 

their sense of the sounds of written text” (Hull, 1987, as cited in Dyson & Freedman, 2003, p. 

976). An additional aspect of the poem being treated as an artifact, and that she revised until she 

completed the poem, further underscores how process approaches fail to fully capture poetic 

writing, since she spent much time and thought on revising the piece until it was done. The idea 

of “doneness” has not been a focus of process-based composition pedagogy (McAlear & 

Pedretti, 2016).   

Attendance to the Prompt and the Form  

 

In the Poem Session Three think-aloud, the participant concluded by saying, “This poem 

was a lot easier to write than some of those…the ones that have restraints on them.” In the 

follow-up interviews, she elaborated by saying, 

Restraints being like haikus or ones that have certain rhyme schemes, etc. When 

you put stipulations on poems, I think more of how I need to make it fit than 

what I really want to say. Oftentimes, I change sentence structures and words 

to make it meet the requirements. 

The frequency with which she planned, rehearsed, and revised in order to fit the form of 

the poem demonstrates that this was an important influence on her composition. Although it was 

interesting that only one of the four prompts had major form restrictions and only one had a 

choice of sound device and figurative language to include, she chose to impose rhyme scheme 

and stanza requirements on herself despite the freedom of the prompts. In seeing how the poem 

itself is a major influence on the form it takes and how she composed so fluently, both of which 
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are discussed earlier, she must have meant that the restrictions that make poetry writing difficult 

for students are the ones imposed by the prompt requirements given by teachers. 

Inspiration for Ideas 

 

The participant chose to write about aspects of her personal life such as nature and 

animals, specifically horses, and activities related to FFA such as giving agriculture-related 

speeches or club activities. Although she had little difficulty generating ideas for her writing, the 

notion of “incubation” (Britton, 1978; Simon, 1966, as cited in Hayes & Flower, 1981)—time 

allowing for her to formulate possible topics—was evoked. Because there was a set writing 

schedule, and after the first writing session, she had a conception of what would be expected. It 

is conceivable that ideas were beginning to take shape in her mind in the days before each 

session, although she maintained on more than one occasion that she didn’t do anything to 

prepare for the sessions. However, in the post-session interview for Poem Session Three, she 

revealed something very telling. 

If [a subject] is important to me, I tend to do it more and think about it more. 

When I need/want to write about it, words to describe it and thoughts about it 

come easier because they’re already in my head. Plus, it has more personal 

meaning so I can put more of myself into it. 

Since she had control over topics, it is possible that she found her words and thoughts flowing 

easily and that she perhaps prepared for the poetry writing session in ways that she was not 

necessarily aware of. 

Recursivity 

 

When reading through the think-aloud transcripts and accounts of her writing processes, 

it is apparent that the participant’s process activities do not occur in a predictable, fixed order. 

When she was in the midst of one process activity like “speaking while writing,” another process 
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like “rereading” and then “rehearsing” would interrupt. This is referred to by researchers as the 

“recursive” nature of writing (de Beaugrande, 1984; Bridwell, 1980; Daiute, 1981; Faigley & 

Witte, 1981; Flower & Hayes, 1980, 1981; Matsuhashi, 1981; Perl, 1979; Sommers, 1980; Witte, 

1983, 1985, 1987, as cited in Dyson & Freedman, 2003, p. 975). Flower and Hayes’ findings 

show that writing is not a linear process, but it is one that is recursive with the three main 

processes of planning, translating, and reviewing taking place in a somewhat predictable order 

for most writers while being interrupted by other processes in different ways for different 

writers. In the participant’s case, the order in which the processes interrupted one another 

differed among the poems she wrote. Flower and Hayes concluded that generating was the most 

frequent process at the beginning of a section, typically interrupted by editing. In the second 

section, organizing was most common, interrupted by generating and editing, and, lastly, 

translating, interrupted by generating and editing. In the participant’s processes, the most 

common sequence was reading/rereading, or what Hayes and Flower (1983) term “reviewing,” 

and was a major influence on her composing. In the participant’s case, composing was usually 

interrupted by “rereading” or “repeating,” which in turn precipitated another process. Mostly that 

other process was “rehearsing” either for the current line she was on or another line she noticed 

needed tweaking while doing a reread. 

Think-Aloud 

 Most of the questions that were explored in this research were what Stake (1995) would 

refer to as “etic issues,” or questions that the researcher brings from the outside (p. 20). While 

this study was in no way designed to measure or even explore the effects of the think-aloud on 

the participant, its uniqueness to her often prompted the participant to comment about it. This 

was an occurrence that was neither anticipated nor intended to be analyzed, yet it emerged 

nonetheless as an emic issue (Stake, 1995, p. 20), an issue important to the actors themselves. 
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After this latest issue emerged, her comments about think-aloud warranted additional scrutiny. 

These comments, in turn, began a sort of running dialog about the think-aloud throughout the 

remaining time of the data collection.  

After the practice session when she wrote a descriptive paragraph, she was asked if she 

found think-aloud difficult. She said that she had been practicing because she wanted to make 

sure that she was trying to verbalize everything, even if it was something that seemed 

unimportant to her. Later she related that she would practice think-aloud when working through 

situations or problems, and that she even had her little brother using think-aloud so she could 

help him problem-solve. This dialog eventually led to the question at the conclusion of the study: 

if she thought the think-aloud she had been practicing of her own accord had an effect on her 

writing. She said,  

I find myself thinking further ahead in my poems to see where I am going with 

it. I’m also more aware of all the thinking I do while I’m writing in general. I 

used to think it just came to me, but it doesn’t always. I’ve also realized that 

some poems are easier for me to write than others. Also, I often write about the 

same thing, because it’s the first thing that my mind jumps to. 

The participant’s comments have prompted a consideration of the possibilities that think-aloud 

holds for writing instruction. In an article published in English Journal, Dawn Latta (1991) 

discusses her successes with students keeping in-process journals. Stemming from her 

frustrations at helping struggling writers, she began having students keep journals in which they 

recorded thoughts before, after, and during a composition assignment. To get students journaling 

in a way that would allow her to hone in on student difficulties, she guided them with questions 

such as, “What does your piece of writing need now? What exactly do you plan to do next?” 
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Although these journals are more retrospective in nature than the think-alouds in this study and 

she focuses in on prose, this is another in-process avenue worthy of exploration. 

Discussion 

Making Connections: Implications for Teachers 

Through each question that was posed earlier and explored via the research, applications 

for teaching became apparent. In exploring the participant’s topic choices and inspiration for 

writing, the seeming ease with which she generated topics and her attitude toward the subjects 

she was writing is reminiscent of Janet Emig’s (1971) findings in her study of the writing 

processes of 12th graders. She found students engaged in two modes of writing, extensive and 

reflexive. The extensive mode she defined as writing to convey a message, and the reflexive 

mode as the type of writing that focused upon the writer’s thoughts, feelings, and experiences. 

The reflexive writing of her participants chiefly took the form of poetry. Her findings regarding 

reflexive writing inspired her to write the following: “Perhaps teachers will abandon the 

unimodal approach to writing and show far greater generosity in the width of writing invitations 

they extend to all students” (p. 100). Accordingly, in Poem Session Three’s follow-up interview, 

the participant was asked if she ever wrote about things that aren’t “really personal.” She replied 

by saying, “Not really, unless we are assigned to write about something in school. If it’s not 

really personal it’s hard to want to write something about it.” Like Emig’s findings that most in-

school writing falls into the extensive category, this might induce teachers to re-examine the 

importance of student-centered, reflexive writing. It also challenges teachers to relinquish some 

control of topics students are given and the form in which they are encouraged to express their 

ideas. These findings might also invite teachers to re-examine how document-based and other 

high-stakes testing prompts are discussed and introduced. Allowing students to choose to write 
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about things they are invested in can provide a better opportunity for students to gain the revision 

skills necessary to produce quality writing in any genre.  

The participant’s ability to plan and generate topics, and the fact that she knew 

beforehand when and in what genre she would be composing, highlighted the importance of 

allowing students an “incubation” (Britton, 1978) period, even several days before writing. 

While the participant repeatedly maintained that she had not done anything to plan, she said she 

wondered what poem she would next be asked to compose and considered some topics, further 

evidence of incubation’s influence on composing. On another occasion, she read the prompt, 

completed her chores, and then began writing. Because she knew when and what she was 

writing, evidence is sufficient to claim she was subconsciously preparing; notwithstanding, her 

lack of difficulty choosing topics and her ability for composing on the spot is interesting. While 

it is unclear whether time allowed her to compose with greater ease, other findings show that 

allowing students “incubation” time, even during planning, is crucial for developing writing 

ideas (Britton, 1978). Although incubation time is not specifically mentioned as part of the 

process when writing, it is crucial that students are given the opportunity to think about their 

writing before they type or write the first word.  

In observing the choices she made for poetic devices and figurative language and the 

rationalizations she stated for those choices, it became evident that her choices were based on her 

limited knowledge of genre forms. Consequently, considering how to help students become more 

knowledgeable and experienced poetry writers, and writers in general, is key. Instead of largely 

foregoing poetry writing assignments, teachers should be challenged to try different ways in 

which students can expand their knowledge and creation of poetry, while providing a risk-free 

environment for experimentation and growth. Lack of knowledge about poetry inhibits growth, 

but all evidence points to a less teacher-centered approach. The participant’s comments 
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indicating that it is easier to compose poems with fewer stipulations and ones in which she can 

write about things she likes, highlights the obvious benefits of providing topic options and 

encouraging students to keep journals in which they can scan for writing ideas. However, in 

Poem Sessions Three and Four, even though she was not required to include figurative language 

or sound devices, she chose to include these as her knowledge of poetic devices gave her a tool 

to utilize when composing.  

Two of the major differences between experienced and novice writers are revision 

strategies and time spent on revising. Expert writers tend to be extensive revisers (Hayes & 

Flower, 1979, 1981, 1983; Armstrong, 1984). While data from this study does not focus on this, 

and there are many factors that account for differences in revising behaviors (i.e. experience, 

knowledge of writing), the participant’s emotional investment in the poems made her want to 

take the necessary steps to ensure her vision was realized. This is significant because there may 

be a link between time spent on and effort of revising when the student is emotionally connected 

and invested in the poem, which should be a major consideration when designing prompts or 

writing assignments that not only motivate students to compose, but further motivate them to 

revise to the extent necessary. Additionally, the highly individualized nature of her writing 

mirrors findings that successful writers’ ways of approaching writing is highly individual and not 

process-oriented (Sampson, Ortlieb, & Leung, 2016), which supports the importance of students’ 

investment in their work. 

The participant’s consideration for audience was reminiscent of Schwartz’s Reassessment 

Profiles (1983). While the Copyeditor deals with spelling and grammar and the Refiner judges 

the accuracy of the text, the Censor is focused on reader response and is most closely tied to 

writer’s voice. According to Schwartz, the Censor can be a destructive force if correctness, 

purpose, or a concern for audience dominates. She states, “When this happens, usually early in 
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the composing process, the writer avoids or alters meanings rather than risk audience 

disapproval. Often this audience is one of authority (i.e. teacher, editor, employer)” (p. 556). She 

goes on to say that this Censor may prohibit explorations of ideas. If students are overly 

concerned with the audience, which is typically the teacher, and they feel insecure about 

exploring ideas, then their growth as writers could be stunted. If in certain writing situations 

teachers can cultivate more trusting relationships with students rather than pupil-to-teacher or 

pupil-to-examiner types of relationships, then inhibitions students have about possible audience 

criticisms might be alleviated to some degree. Students might be motivated to take risks with 

their writing if they view the audience as more of a helper than a person who is likely to criticize 

their writing. This might also prompt teachers to consider the range of writing opportunities they 

provide students as well as the types of comments they make while students are writing, in 

addition to comments on the finished pieces.  

Lastly, the participant’s sans-teacher poetic journey highlights students’ ability to take 

charge of their learning. Although the participant is a self-motivated person, she has been an 

inspiration. During the first think-aloud, she began to write a haiku without first checking if her 

understanding of it was accurate. When she began composing, she was off on the generally 

accepted number of syllables per line. After composing, she looked it up in a reference book and 

revised the poem herself. This instance, along with her comments about the think-aloud process 

itself, made evident that without interference, a genuine, self-directed learning experience took 

place. This is the type of student-centered, constructivist learning experience that teachers can 

strive to provide their students.  

Although this study focused on the poetry writing process of one student, there are larger 

implications. While this participant’s writing process may hold similarities with others’, the one-

size-fits-all mentality prevalent in schools still falls short. Ideas about how writers compose and 
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process models have changed drastically over the years. Extensive research by leaders in the 

field (de Beaugrande, 1984; Bridwell, 1980; Daiute, 1981; Faigley & Witte, 1981; Flower & 

Hayes, 1980, 1981; Matsuhashi, 1981; Perl, 1979; Sommers, 1980; Witte, 1983, 1985, 1987, in 

Dyson & Freedman, 2003, p. 975) led to ideas like “recursivity.” Teachers adopted the notion 

that although writing is a process, it does not occur in a fixed order. These discrete processes 

may interrupt one another in no fixed pattern or order.  

Although the findings of this case study support the notion of “recursivity,” what has 

been revealed in this particular study is that the recursiveness of this participant’s writing is 

unique to her and the specific poem she is composing. Her processes changed with each poem 

she wrote. Some of the behaviors remained constant, yet the prompt, the chosen form, and the 

poetic devices employed all contributed to how she went about composing. What does this mean 

for teachers? Even though there is a recursive nature of the poetry writing process, it may 

behoove teachers to attend more closely to the individuality of all students, taking into account 

their individual processes, but also their individual and diverse backgrounds, writing 

experiences, and knowledge of poetic genre forms and poetic devices. Perhaps this attentiveness 

will lead to a more authentic, personalized approach to poetry writing and writing in general that 

will inspire students to write creatively. In light of the work done by post-process theorists, 

perhaps the notion that a process formula exists that is effective for writing instruction for all 

students is misleading (Kent, 1999). While there is much research to support the process method, 

a less prescriptive and generalized approach may be in order (Kent, 1999).  

It should be a goal to provide opportunities for students to experience authentic, relevant, 

and meaningful learning and writing experiences. With that said, teaching students to think-aloud 

seems to hold a wealth of promising possibilities. Although this study was not focused on the 

effect being aware of the writing process might have on students, this participant’s positive 
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attitude towards it may prompt an exploration of the feasibility and benefits in the future. Sondra 

Perl’s manual Coding the Composing Process: A Guide for Teachers and Researchers discusses 

the benefits of teachers and students’ becoming attuned to the metacognitive dialog that occurs 

when thinking aloud during writing. Although her study features prose writing, she contends that 

examining the writing process through think-aloud can be beneficial by 1) demonstrating how 

particular students write, 2) sharpening the awareness of the writing process for both teachers 

and students as writers, 3) aiding in trouble-shooting issues in writing development, 4) 

documenting and reviewing changes in individual writers over time, and 5) demonstrating how 

different assignments and lessons affect the process (Perl, 1984, pp. 10-11).  

Teaching practices that guide students to be more self-directed and provide tools to 

discover knowledge are essential in a constructivist classroom (Marlowe & Page, 1998). 

Informing the understanding of students as writers is a giant step toward creating the kind of 

assignments and learning environment in which true student-centered learning can take place. 

Think-aloud could be beneficial in allowing students to become aware of their metacognitive 

processes, but it could also allow them to gather data and reflect about those processes through 

inquiry, investigation, and research, which are critical to building the higher order skills needed 

in writing.  

Not only can this study inform teachers interested in writing, but the research presented 

here might also begin a dialog that may further spark research that seeks to provide information 

about the adolescent writing process and the effects of teaching students to recognize their own 

personal writing process. Although discussing prose, Perl (1984) asserts that teaching students to 

think-aloud while composing is potentially beneficial to students in the following ways: 1) 

students can learn to describe and analyze their own writing processes; 2) students with writing 

problems may be able to, through analyzing their process, see what has led them astray; 3) 
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writers who don’t think they know how to write may realize that they do have a unique process 

all their own; and 4) writers who think they know a lot about writing may check their perceptions 

about their writing (Perl, 1984, p. 4). The participant echoes this sentiment when she said, “The 

think-aloud has really helped me realize how I write.” 

Although time-consuming as a full-scale inquiry, teachers could study the processes of 

their own students utilizing the think-aloud method in a modified way that holds the potential to 

be highly beneficial in learning about how students write in order to differentiate writing 

instruction. Atwell (1982) contends that when teachers acquire researchers’ tools and assume 

responsibility for exploring the real questions about students’ writing development, the whole 

profession benefits. 

 Those who benefit the most from research directly affecting students and the classroom 

are the students and teachers themselves. Any research employing some of the methods 

recommended for case study to understand the writing process of students would be beneficial; 

however, none hold the possibilities of the think-aloud as a method for writing instruction. 

Teachers understand the value and necessity of understanding and explaining the writing process 

in prose writing. They know that in order to facilitate student understanding of the important 

activities that take place during writing, it can be valuable to approach writing in a process 

fashion (Hillocks, 1995; Yeh, 1998, in Dyson & Freedman, 2003, p. 976).  

Donald Murray (1978), in his chapter discussing the importance of revision in the writing 

process, states, “The process of writing—of using language to discover meaning and 

communicate it—is a significant human act. The better we understand how people write—how  

people think—the better we may be able to write and to teach writing” (p. 101). Although his 

comment was geared toward writing in general, poetry writing is no different. Paying attention to 

experienced writers' processes and allowing students access to this information can help them 
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become more confident poetry writers. Accordingly, teachers need to be equally acquainted with 

the processes of high school students when teaching poetry composition: “This teacher 

knowledge coupled with an understanding of how writing functions for and is used by writers 

can lead to suggestions for reforming the teaching and learning of writing” (Dyson & Freedman, 

2003, p. 976). With a better understanding of the processes their students employ, teachers can 

be well informed when engaged in teaching poetry composition. Without the true understanding 

of who our students are and what they can achieve through guidance and understanding, we 

cannot hope to provide a truly constructivist environment that fosters true, authentic, meaningful 

learning.  

Limitations 

Because this study is an exploration of the poetry writing process of a single adolescent 

poet, it cannot be duplicated, nor can any of the behaviors be generalized to the adolescent 

population. Notwithstanding, it is hoped that through this research other English/language arts 

educators and those interested in writing poetry will vicariously experience the poetry writing 

process of an adolescent. Creswell (1998) advocates presenting research information so that the 

reader experiences “being there”—something he terms “verisimilitude” (p. 21). By reading this 

account, there is much to experience and learn from this solitary case. 

Although these drawbacks of the think-aloud method seem daunting, the benefits far 

outweigh the negative aspects. Input-output methods, which have been widely employed to study 

writers, rely on the inputs, or the factors which influence the writer, such as prior knowledge of 

the assignment and the output—the actual written text (Hayes & Flower, 1981, p. 6). Since this 

study is about the process of an adolescent poet, process-tracing methods such as think-aloud are 

more appropriate because they focus on the actual process. Since speaking aloud thoughts during 

a task to explain the mental processes is not natural to people, the participant practiced in the 
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presence of the researcher, but was then allowed to compose at home where she was more 

comfortable and less likely to hold back or be distracted. Ideally this adaptation mitigated some 

of the drawbacks to the think-aloud method. 
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