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This paper presents the pertinent findings from a study of the composing
processes of five unskilled college writers (Perl, 1978). The first part summarizes
the goals of the original study, the kinds of data collected, and the research
methods employed. The second part is a synopsis of the study of Tony, one of
the original five case studies. The third part presents a condensed version of the
findings on the composing process and discusses these findings in light of current
pedagogical practice and research design.

GOALS OF This research addressed three major questions: (1) How

THE STUDY do unskilled writers write? (2) Can their writing processes be

analyzed in a systematic, replicable manner? and (3) What

does an increased understanding of their processes suggest

about the nature of composing in general and the manner in which writing is
taught in the schools?

In recent years, interest in the composing process has grown (Britton, 1975;
Burton, 1973; Cooper, 1974; Emig, 1967, 1971). In 1963, Braddock, Lloyd-Jones,
and Schoer, writing on the state of research in written composition, included the
need for “direct observation” and case study procedures in their suggestions for
future research (pp. 24, 31-32). In a section entitled “Unexplored Territory,”
they listed basic unanswered questions such as, “What is involved in the act of
writing?” and “Of what does skill in writing actually consist?” (p. 51). Fifteen
years later, Cooper and Odell (1978) edited a volume similar in scope, only this
one was devoted entirely to issues and questions related to research on composing.
This volume in particular signals a shift in emphasis in writing research, Along-
side the traditional, large scale experimental studies, there is now widespread
recognition of the need for works of a more modest, probing nature, works that
attempt to elucidate basic processes. The studies on composing that have been
completed to date are precisely of this kind; they are small-scale studies, based
on the systematic observation of writers engaged in the process of writing (Emig,
1971; Graves, 1973; Mischel, 1974; Pianko 1977; Stallard, 1974).

For all of its promise, this body of research has yet to produce work that
would insure wide recognition for the value of process studies of composing. One
limitation of work done to date is methodological. Narrative descriptions of com-
posing processes do not provide sufficiently graphic evidence for the perception
of underlying regularities and patterns. Without such evidence, it is difficult to
generate well-defined hypotheses and to move from exploratory research to more
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controlled experimental studies. A second limitation pertains to the subjects
studied. To date no examination of composing processes has dealt primarily with
unskilled writers. As long as “average” or skilled writers are the focus, it remains
unclear as to how process research will provide teachers with a firmer under-
standing of the needs of students with serious writing problems.

The present study is intended to carry process research forward by addressing
both of these limitations. One prominent feature of the research design involves
the development and use of a meaningful and replicable method for rendering the
composing process as a sequence of observable and scorable behaviors. A second
aspect of the design is the focus on students whose writing problems baffle the
teachers charged with their education.

DESIGN OF This study took place during the 1975-76 fall semester at
THE STUDY Eugenio Maria de Hostos Community College of the City
University of New York. Students were selected for the study
on the basis of two criteria: writing samples that qualified
them as unskilled writers and willingness to participate. Each student met with
the researcher for five 90-minute sessions (see Table 1). Four sessions were
devoted to writing with the students directed to compose aloud, to externalize
their thinking processes as much as possible, during each session. In one additional
session, a writing profile on the students’ perceptions and memories of writing
was developed through the use of an open-ended interview. All of the sessions
took place in a soundproof room in the college library. Throughout each session,
the researcher assumed a noninterfering role.

The topics for writing were developed in an introductory social science
course in which the five students were enrolled. The “content” material they
were studying was divided into two modes: extensive, in which the writer was
directed to approach the material in an objective, impersonal fashion, and re-
flexive, in which the writer was directed to approach similar material in an affec-
tive, personalized fashion. Contrary to Emig’s (1971) definitions, in this study
it was assumed that the teacher was always the audience.

DATA Three kinds of data were collected in this study: the stu-

ANALYSIS dents’ written products, their composing tapes, and their

responses to the interview. Each of these was studied carefully

and then discussed in detail in each of the five case study

presentations. Due to limitations of space, this paper will review only two of
the data sets generated in the study.

Coding the One of the goals of this research was to devise a tool for
Composing  describing the movements that occur during composing. In
Process the past such descriptions have taken the form of narratives

which detail, with relative precision and insight, observable

composing behaviors; however, these narratives provide no way of ascertaining
the frequency, relative importance, and place of each behavior within an in-
dividual’s composing process. As such, they are cumbersome and difficult to re-
plicate. Furthermore, lengthy, idiosyncratic narratives run the risk of leaving



