The Roles and Relations of Psychological Tools in a High School Senior’s Essay Writing Process


In this study we report the results of a protocol analysis of think-aloud data provided by one student, Carly (a pseudonym, as are all names of people and places aside from teacher and coauthor [Lexie McDonald, a pseudonym for the masked review process]). Carly was recorded as she thought aloud during 5 sessions over a 4-day period while she produced a take-home essay exam in which she analyzed Shakespeare’s Much Ado About Nothing for a 12th grade English class. We study her composing process by inquiring into the following questions:
1. Assuming the presence of superordinate tools—in this case, those of affect and metacognition—what role did they play in enabling Carly to orchestrate her production of the essay exam during which she produced her think-aloud protocol?

2. Within each superordinate tool, what strategies or processes did she employ in order to produce an essay that met her understanding of the expectations for academic writing?

Theoretical Framework L1
Researchers in the field of information processing have long argued that executive functions orchestrate and direct other processes in the whole of cognition and in acting in relation to thinking (e.g., Singer & Bashir, 1999). Executive functions can lead to what researchers have called self-regulation, which obtains when learners “are metacognitively, motivationally, and behaviorally active participants in their own learning process" (Zimmerman, 1989, p. 329; cf. Barkley, 1997). Executive functioning was of interest to composition researchers (e.g., Bereiter & Scardamalia, 1987; Flower & Hayes, 1980) when they undertook their prototypical protocol analyses of writers working on given tasks in a clinical setting, with procedures and terminology grounded in information processing research (e.g., Ericcson & Simon, 1993; Newell & Simon, 1972). 
Cole (1996) has argued that constructs cross disciplines uneasily, often requiring thorough reframing to be aligned with the precepts of a new paradigm (cf. Author A, 1998). Our study of one writer at work views cognition as mediated by cultural tools: those material and psychological implements through which people act on their environments. With volitional, goal-directed, tool-mediated activity in social context assumed as the unit of analysis for such research, we find the term executive functioning inappropriate for our work. We thus rename, reframe, and repurpose this construct as superordinate tools, a term we believe is less suggestive of a self-contained computer model (the information processing metaphor) and more attentive to the contexts in which people learn to think and in turn act on their environments.


We frame our study by theorizing the two superordinate tools that we identified in focal student Carly’s composition of her take-home essay. These tools include her sense of affect as a student and her metacognition that monitors, regulates, and guides her production of the essay.
The Role of Affect in Students’ Engagement with School and Its Work L2


In prior work (Author A & Author C, 1998, 2000) we have argued that students’ engagement with any particular class and its activities cannot be disconnected from their broader and more extended affective experiences with school.  Rather, learners’ relationships with texts and school work must be viewed in terms of the vast web of experiences over time, both in and out of school, that they bring to particular classroom episodes and the feelings of affiliation with school that follow from these experiences. DeStigter (1998, 1999) has found that highly relevant individual classes can motivate students whose disaffection with school is otherwise pervasive. We agree with his conclusion, yet argue that the degree to which students have developed a deeply-rooted sense of connection with the institution of school itself will often set the stage for how they engage with any individual class or specific activity within a class (cf. Eckert, 1989, especially when a student’s degree of affiliation follows from a social class orientation to school).


Roth (2007) argues that psychological research, including the cultural-historical activity theory to which our own work is indebted, typically marginalizes or omits attention to emotion when considering cognition.  He references Vygotsky’s (1986) observation that the separation of intellect and affect “is a major weakness of traditional psychology, since it makes the thought process appear as an autonomous flow of ‘thoughts thinking themselves,’ segregated from the fullness of life, from the personal needs and interests, the inclinations and impulses, of the thinker” (Vygotsky, p. 10; cited in Roth, p. 40).  Vygotsky was interested in emotions from his earliest efforts to outline a comprehensive psychology, focusing his doctoral dissertation (Vygotsky, 1972) on Shakespeare’s Hamlet and what it evokes for readers. Yet Roth finds that for the most part, people taking up Vygotsky’s work have often treated thinking as cold cognition (Wyatt, Pressley, El-Dinary, Stein, Evans, & Brown, 1993); i.e., thinking detached from any dialectic relation with emotion.

Vygotsky’s (1994) construct of perezhivanie, which he developed very late in his life and which has only recently begun to get attention from researchers (e.g., Connery, 2007; Gonzalez-Rey, 2002; Jaques, Bocca, & Vicari, 2003; Mahn & John-Steiner, 2002; Robbins, 2004), accounts for the ways in which cognition and emotion are inextricably linked. Vygotsky describes this phenomenon as playing a central role in framing and interpreting human experience:

The emotional experience [perezhivanie] arising from any situation or from any aspect of his environment, determines what kind of influence this situation or this environment will have on the child. Therefore, it is not any of the factors themselves (if taken without the reference of the child) which determines how they will influence the future course of his development, but the same factors refracted through the prism of the child’s emotional experience. (p. 339)

Bozhovich interprets perezhivanie as involving “The integration of cognitive and affective elements, which always presupposes the presence of emotions. Vygotsky used this concept in order to emphasize the wholeness of the psychological development of children, integrating external and internal elements at each stage of development” (Gonzalez-Rey, 2002, p. 136; cited in Robbins, 2004, p. 4). This way of experiencing experience involves a tool-mediated, dialectical relation between mind and activity setting (Cole, 1996; Wertsch, 1991), leading Connerly (2007) to infer that such a “semiotic context simultaneously includes all that is selectively experienced by the meaning-maker including the physical, emotional, and intellectual realities of the immediate context. . . . Ultimately, both the individual and environment are influenced within the two-way dynamism of perezhivanie.”

A key implication of this notion is that people frame and interpret their experiences through both emotional and cognitive means working in tandem. This construction of the experience—this perezhivanie—provides the means through which people render their socially and culturally situated activity into meaningful texts of events, not as individuals surrounded and affected by context but as people acting in conjunction with context through their employment of meditational tools.
In the field of brain research as it relates to behavior and cognition, Damasio (1994) similarly argues that the role of emotions in governing behavior, particularly rational thought, has been overlooked. Such research has been “dominated by a top-down approach in which the processes of learning, language, and reasoning were understood as high-order systems that imposed themselves upon an obedient body” (Immordino-Yang & Damasio, 2007, p. 4). Immordino-Yang and Damasio argue that what appears to be strictly rational cognition—the cold cognition dismissed by Roth (2007)—is guided by “hidden emotional processes” (p. 5) that may play a dynamic role in the ways in which students learn.

What guides this process is what Immordino-Yang and Damasio (2007) call an emotional rudder, which helps people “to manipulate situations and to mark those situations as positive or negative from an affective point of view” (p. 6). “[E]motional strategies” (p. 7) thus regulate the dispositions that people bring to tasks.  Emotional strategies help to frame an affective approach to learning that suggests that tasks are manageable and learners themselves are capable. They thus serve as meditational tools through which experience is interpreted and applied to new problems in ways that make success appear plausible and manageable. Immordino-Yang and Damasio describe this feeling of competence as follows:

[T]he aspects of cognition that are recruited most heavily in education . . . are both profoundly affected by emotion and in fact subsumed within the processes of emotion. . . . [R]ational thought and logical reasoning do exist, although hardly ever truly devoid of emotion, but they cannot be recruited appropriately and usefully in the real world without emotion. Emotions help to direct our reasoning into the sector of knowledge that is relevant to the current situation or problem. (pp. 7-8)

They term this interrelation between cognition and emotion emotional thought. 
And so one’s emotional rudder helps to provide the feeling of confidence that enables people to use knowledge appropriately, and the successful application of appropriate knowledge in turn contributes to the development of emotional thought and the feelings of competence that it engenders.  Success thus begets success, producing a sense of efficacy in carrying out tasks. 

To return to Vygotsky’s (1994) notion of perezhivanie: One’s construction of experience produces frameworks for interpreting new experiences. Emotions, rather than being strictly spontaneous, may be managed strategically to interpret experiences in ways that dispose a learner to view a new situation as replete with potential for success, and thus to help bring about that success. A learner, then, is potentially less at the mercy of an environment and more able to manage how events are interpreted, if not entirely controlled, in the setting of that environment. Indeed, some composition researchers have found that a writer’s confidence in her ability to govern and succeed with requirements for writing is highly predictive of writing success (Hilgers, Hussey, & Stitt-Bergh, 1999; Sommers & Saltz, 2004; Yancey, in press)


In response to the pioneering protocol analyses of writers conducted by Flower and Hayes (e.g., 1981) and others, Brand (1987) argues that think-aloud methodologies overlook the role of affect in writing processes.  Author A (1994) has responded that such a limitation is not a systemic problem with protocol analysis; rather, protocol studies of the 1970s and 1980s were concerned with cognition without its social and emotional underpinnings and so did not code for affect or for the ways in which thinking is socially situated. In this study, we continue a line of inquiry (Author A, 1997, 2007; Author A & Colleague, 2004, 2005a, 2005b; Author A & Author C, 1998, 2000) in which the role of emotion serves as a governing factor in a student’s experience of producing an essay that presents a considerable intellectual challenge to her—precisely the sort of new experience that can be constructed in a variety of ways, from positive to negative, that can in turn help to shape the learner’s feelings of competence in carrying out the task.
Metacognition and the Orchestration of Writing Processes L2

Metacognition has been a key term in discussions of teaching and learning for over thirty years. To Flavell (1976), "Metacognition refers to one's knowledge concerning one's own cognitive processes or anything related to them, e.g., the learning-relevant properties of information or data" (p 232). Commonly phrased as “learning to learn” or “thinking about thinking,” metacognition refers to learners’ ability to monitor the degree to which they grasp new material, to approach new material strategically, and to recognize when they have not understood something.  

Within this broad set of dispositions and skills, researchers have foregrounded different aspects of a metacognitive stance.  Boekaerts (1999) was concerned with motivation and affect; Wong (1999) with the awareness of purpose and self-regulation during the process of writing; Muñiz-Swicegood (1994) with strategies employed by bilingual readers; Greeno and Riley (1987) with the general abilities to adjust to different tasks, demands, and contexts; Brown (1987) with learners’ voluntary control of their thinking processes, particularly with regard to employing strategies; and other researchers who have focused on different aspects of learners’ ability to monitor their progress and adapt strategically when encountering a problem. 

Generally speaking, metacognition involves a set of dispositions that enable a learner to determine the extent to which cognitive and learning goals have been achieved, and what to do if they have not. Whether one defines these dispositions as the capacity to reflect, the willingness to take responsibility, the initiative to take control of one’s learning, or some other capability, they generally refer to a stance that learning is possible, that difficulty with learning is to be expected, and that learning difficulties may be overcome by working through appropriate strategies or processes.

We view metacognition as a superordinate tool because of its role in enabling a learner to draw on other knowledges to solve problems and act in the world. These knowledges are not static or isolated, but rather cultural; that is, they involve tools, practices, and constructions that are particular to the ways of knowing and acting of communities and societies. One’s schemata, from the perspective of Cole (1996) and others working in the cultural-historical tradition, are thus not universal but cultural; and one’s approach to metacognition in developing and acting in accordance with local expectations has a cultural bases. A single individual can be involved in several cultures, each with its unique goals, tools, and practices, and so may need to develop multiple cultural schemata and practices and dispositions for acting in accordance with provincial values. In typical secondary school English classes, then, a student’s understanding of how to write might rely on her metacognitive orchestration of knowledge of appropriate genres of production, useful processes for producing school-worthy genres, and content regarded by teachers as meeting school’s expectations for propriety. Yet different genres, processes, and content, along with different approaches to orchestrating them, come into play when students produce text on their own or their friends’ social network webpages (Kirkland, 2007).


Further, the approach to employing metacognitive knowledge appears interrelated, we hypothesize, to the affective disposition that writers bring to different tasks in different settings.  Assuming that perezhivanie exists and that one’s experience of experience frames new experiences, students’ construction of their prior experiences with writing will affect how they approach writing, with differentiation in that stance likely if they interpret their prior experiences in different ways. While a social network website, for instance, may have certain rules such as the prohibition of pornography or life-threatening text, site authors and their visitors can abandon classroom rules for genre, process, and content and express themselves in light of whatever standards they construct for themselves. A writer who engages in such text production eagerly and unabashedly might dread writing for an English teacher who works in the tradition of correcting every deviation from textbook form or from what counts as a point or topic in school. 


Affect, from this perspective, is critically related to metacognition in a dialectic way. A metacognitive approach may help learners to grasp and apply strategies for succeeding at particular tasks in particular settings, thus contributing to confidence and facility in future such activity; and one’s favorable affect in taking on tasks may increase the likelihood of being open to taking a metacognitive approach to learning. This propitious state of affairs may result from an interpretation of situated experience as positive and worthwhile, a construction of perezhivanie that many observers (e.g., Boaler, Wiliam, & Brown, 2000) have found is not the norm among students in school.
