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CHAPTER 1

Introduction
Thinking Aloud as an Assessment Opportunity

All that the children write, your response to what they write, their response to 
each other, all this takes place afl oat upon a sea of talk. (Britton, 1970, p. 29)

Eva, a 10th-grade English learner, is composing an essay about Jane Eyre. She 
has been asked to choose a book and write an essay arguing why it is a good 
and important book to read. She read Jane Eyre in her ESL class; the teacher 
assigned it because it is a canonical book that will help prepare students for the 
state exam that Eva will have to pass if she is to graduate from high school. Ms. 
March, her teacher, listens and observes Eva writing and thinking out loud as 
she composes. Here is one excerpt from their interaction: 

Eva: I was saying then she moved to school, but I didn’t write why she 
moved to other school because the aunt didn’t take care of her. Th en 
she went to school to learn how to read and write. She met friend. Her 
name is Helen. I forgot the teacher name.

Ms. March: Just do your best.
Eva: Th en she became—become a teacher on the school.
Eva continues writing. More than 30 seconds pass before Ms. March prompts 

Eva to speak: 
Ms. March: What are you thinking about, Eva?
Eva: Th at she doesn’t like it, but she want to be a teacher. But she doesn’t 

like to work in that school. She don’t like it from the fi rst place. Maybe 
that’s why she came to move—I mean, she went to teach in the house. 
I think she choose to be a teacher at the house because she doesn’t like 
the school.

Eva continues writing.
Ms. March: What are you thinking about?
Eva: When she moved to that house, she fi nd them diff erent from her. 

Th ey are a higher level, and she’s a lower level, so she have to fi nd 
diff erent—a hard time. But still she liked the place, and she liked 
the people who lived there. And she liked them more than she likes 
school.© H
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2 A Think-Aloud Approach to Writing Assessment

Immediately aft er Eva fi nished this session, Ms. March spoke with an in-
terviewer about what she learned from observing and listening to Eva work 
through this writing task. She refl ected:

Th e thing I noticed [in her speaking] is that she creates a lot of complex 
sentences which I hadn’t really thought about. . . . She does a lot of con-
trasting, which is surprising as her level of language profi ciency isn’t that 
strong. So there’s this complex thinking and much simpler writing. . . . I 
don’t think I realized how deep that divide is because it’s hard in a class 
with 30 to really know how much she understands.

Th e above illustrates a writing assessment based on the think-aloud pro-
tocol, a research method that has been used to study expertise in a wide ar-
ray of disciplines as well as in writing (Bereiter, Burtis, & Scardamalia, 1988; 
Flower & Hayes, 1981). In this approach, students verbalize their thoughts 
as they compose a piece of writing, while the teacher listens, observes, and 
takes systematic notes on a student’s work. In contrast to the more typical 
writing assessment based on what’s written on paper, writing assessment with 
the think-aloud protocol requires students to verbalize their internal thought 
processes as they compose, making these processes visible to the teacher and 
to the students themselves. In this way, it highlights places where students may 
encounter obstacles, such as interpreting the writing task, generating ideas for 
their writing, organizing their writing, or meeting particular requirements of 
a genre—for example, fi nding relevant evidence for a literary argumentation 
task. When the teacher employs a systematic method of record-keeping to take 
note of what she notices in the students’ verbalized thoughts or observes in 
their aff ect, posture, and behavior, she gains information that allows her to say 
more than “this student has trouble with thesis statements” or “this student 
doesn’t seem to understand how to analyze characters.” Th e teacher may learn, 
for example, that the student really doesn’t understand the requirements for a 
thesis statement in the assigned genre, or that, as shown in the example of Eva, 
the student does have an understanding of characters’ motivation, even if that 
understanding does not come across clearly in the student’s writing. 

Another likely benefi t of using the think-aloud approach is that a teacher 
will pay more attention to students’ strengths as writers (Beck, Llosa, Black, 
& Trzeszkowski-Giese, 2015), thereby shift ing the emphasis of writing assess-
ment toward learning and development (Stiggins, 2001). In the example above, 
listening to Eva verbalize her thinking process as she composed an essay about 
a challenging source text—a 19th-century novel, no less—allowed Ms. March 
to discern Eva’s level of comprehension and ability to construct sentences. Pri-
or to conducting this assessment activity with Eva, Ms. March had seen her 
writing as limited and simplistic, and had assumed her understanding of the 
texts the class was writing about was the same. Aft er the assessment, howev-
er, she was able to recognize new skills and levels of comprehension in Eva’s 
analysis. 
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Introduction 3

In this book I will discuss how teachers can use think-aloud writing as-
sessment to understand, with nuance and precision, the strengths and chal-
lenges of student writers. I will propose a conceptual framework, dialogic 
writing assessment, to account for the unique characteristics and aff ordances 
of the think-aloud method as a type of formative writing assessment. I will of-
fer suggestions for ways that teachers can support students’ writing processes 
in an interactive version of the think-aloud, described in Chapter 2, by pro-
viding feedback that responds to students’ challenges in ways that are both 
more timely and more closely aligned with these challenges. I will share what 
teachers have learned about students’ writing from using this method and will 
propose how this learning can be a catalyst for collective pedagogical change 
within professional learning communities (Dufour, 2004). And, because I be-
lieve that students should be the ultimate benefi ciaries of any writing assess-
ment practices, I will describe what students I have worked with have learned 
from this method. 

Th is book is based on research I have conducted with teachers over the 
past several years and with the assistance of several doctoral students and col-
leagues. Th e examples of think-aloud sessions that I present to illustrate my 
suggestions are taken from this research. To give readers some sense of the 
characteristics of the teachers and students I worked with, in Appendix C, 
I present a brief summary of the writing assignment each teacher used for 
the think-aloud assessment. All were high school English language arts (ELA) 
or ESL teachers, although I encourage teachers of middle school students to 
consider whether the think-aloud method also may work for them. Many re-
searchers have used the think-aloud with students in the 11–13 age range (Fox, 
Dinsmore, & Alexander, 2010; Williamson, Carnahan, & Jacobs, 2012) and 
have found that students are able to think aloud and refl ect on their thinking 
processes in the way that the think-aloud assessment requires. 

Th e potential benefi ts of using the think-aloud for writing assessment ex-
tend beyond the English classroom, because writing with fl uency, confi dence, 
and clarity is important not only to the study of literature and language, but 
also to success in other academic subjects and in post-academic careers. Writ-
ing now is assigned in subjects other than English more than it was sever-
al decades ago, with large-scale survey research suggesting that the amount 
of writing that students do in all other subjects combined is greater than the 
amount assigned in English classes (Applebee & Langer, 2011). Since the 
adoption of the Common Core State Standards (CCSS) by most states in 2013, 
teachers in all subjects have been encouraged to use writing as a way of engag-
ing students with subject-matter content; recent surveys reveal that four out of 
fi ve high school teachers use writing in some way to support learning (Gilles-
pie, Graham, Kiuhara, & Hebert, 2014). And we know that writing about a text 
contributes to better text comprehension (Marshall, 1987), particularly when 
students revise that text in response to open-ended, elaboration-prompting 
questions from a teacher-as-reader (Newell, 1994). Th e need for methods of 
assessing writing that have meaningful and immediate instructional impact 
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4 A Think-Aloud Approach to Writing Assessment

has never been greater, and think-aloud writing assessment provides a unique 
context for teachers to understand how students’ developing content under-
standing and their ability to communicate that understanding intersect. 

Th e work that I describe here builds on the infl uence of esteemed literacy 
educators and researchers who advocated for the importance of talk to stu-
dents’ writing development: James Britton, Martin Nystrand, Nancie Atwell, 
and Lucy Calkins. Th ese infl uential scholars helped generations of teachers 
understand how central speaking and listening are to eff ective writing instruc-
tion. If our writing assessment practices are to be true to their legacy, then our 
assessment practice needs to include speaking and listening as well. I hope that 
readers will fi nd among these pages some practical strategies for using student 
talk as a window into students’ writing processes, and suffi  cient inspiration to 
commit themselves to making these strategies a regular element of their writ-
ing assessment practice. 

INFORMING INSTRUCTION WITH DIAGNOSTIC 
AND FORMATIVE ASSESSMENT

In order to comprehend how thinking aloud can be eff ective as a form of writ-
ing assessment, it’s helpful fi rst to understand how assessment can be used for 
diagnostic and formative purposes, and how those purposes are diff erent from 
assessing for writing achievement. If teachers understand what the purpose of 
an assessment is, they will be better able to interpret the information they get 
from the assessment in ways that suit that purpose. Writing achievement as-
sessments—the kind to which the general public pays the most attention—are 
designed for the purpose of determining whether students have met standards 
and, if not, how far they are from meeting them. Teachers concerned with im-
proving their instruction, and with helping students where they need the most 
help, probably will be more interested in diagnostic and formative assessments, 
because their results have direct implications for teaching. 

Diagnostic assessments are designed to identify students’ challenges with 
specifi c areas of knowledge or sets of skills, to illuminate what students do or 
do not know about a topic, or what they can and cannot do in relation to a 
specifi ed domain of skill (Ciofalo & Wylie, 2006). Although the medical ori-
gin of the word diagnostic can suggest an unhelpful connotation of defi cien-
cy, the term diagnostic assessment also can refer to assessments that identify 
simply what students have not yet learned (Collins Block, 2003). Diagnostic 
assessments break down a body of knowledge or domain of skill into separate 
elements and shed light for teachers, parents, and students on where strengths 
and challenges lie; they also may illuminate some reasons for these challeng-
es. A number of paper-and-pencil diagnostic writing assessments, such as the 
Test of Written Language-4 (TOWL-4) (Hammill & Larsen, 2009), are avail-
able for teachers to use. Th ese typically employ decontextualized items such 
as multiple-choice questions or single-sentence tasks that involve sentence 
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combining or sentence correction for problems with grammar, punctuation, 
or logic. Some, like the TOWL-4, which is probably the most widely used 
diagnostic assessment of writing, also have an extended writing task in which 
students compose a response to a prompt that is then scored with a rubric. 
Th ese extended writing tasks are of necessity limited to one genre (narrative, 
in the case of the TOWL-4), which may limit the usefulness of the results 
for middle and high school teachers tasked with improving students’ abili-
ty to write in analytic, explanatory, and argumentative genres that requires 
students to synthesize information or write about source text. Th ese types of 
assessments are effi  cient to administer to a large group of student and can be 
useful to teachers because, when results are aggregated across the classroom, 
they provide an inventory of certain kinds of problems with students’ writ-
ing—problems with grammar, spelling, vocabulary, and text organization, for 
example—to help teachers prioritize the focus of their instruction. Howev-
er, because paper-and-pencil diagnostic writing assessments assess only the 
product of students’ composing, and do not gather information about pro-
cess, they leave unanswered teachers’ questions about the causes of students’ 
diffi  culties with writing. 

While the purpose of diagnostic assessment is to identify diffi  culties, mis-
conceptions, or gaps in student knowledge, the purpose of formative assess-
ment is to contribute to learning through feedback and improved teaching. 
For this reason, diagnostic assessments oft en are used in formative ways. Th ere 
is more to formative assessment than just informing instruction, however. A 
comprehensive set of criteria for formative assessment includes the following 
(Cizek, 2010; Erickson, 2007; Heritage, 2010; Shepard, 2000; Wiliam, 2010): 

• It must be aligned with clear learning goals (more on this in Chapter 4).
• Th ese goals must be meaningful in contexts beyond a particular 

classroom—that is, they must be meaningful in the context of a 
discipline or general academic literacy practices.

• It provides feedback to learners that is precise and timely, without a 
long delay. 

• It provides students with a sense of their present level of performance 
and also the steps they need to take to achieve goals. 

• It yields information that teachers can, and do, use to plan instruction. 
• It includes students as stakeholders and active participants in the 

assessment process, making grading criteria explicit to students and 
promoting metacognitive refl ection. 

Sociocultural theory off ers a perspective on formative assessment that 
is especially student-centered. Lorrie Shepard (2000) argues that to think 
about assessment in a sociocultural way means to emphasize gaining insight 
into learners’ processes rather than judgmental evaluation of their prod-
ucts, while Pamela Moss (2003) advises us to focus on assessing students’ 
competence rather than their achievement. Th is is an important distinction 
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6 A Think-Aloud Approach to Writing Assessment

to make because from a sociocultural perspective the reference point for 
competence is successful participation in a community of practice (Wenger, 
1998) that abides by shared norms rather than adhering to a distant, external 
standard. While classrooms, of course, will be informed by standards such as 
the CCSS, what matters for classroom assessment when we think in a socio-
cultural way, with a focus on student learning, is how we implement those 
standards in the local context of our classrooms. 

DIALOGIC WRITING ASSESSMENT: A CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 

As I reviewed the concept of formative assessment through a sociocultur-
al lens, it occurred to me that “dialogic assessment” would be an apt way of 
thinking about formative assessment as it applies to writing. Th e emphasis 
on competence within a community of practice—whether a classroom or a 
school subject, like English—over achievement, and on process over product, 
is consistent with how the term dialogic has been used in research on writing 
and writing instruction, in several ways: 

1. Our ideas as writers are never uniquely our own; they emerge from 
conversations with other humans and other texts—both in and beyond 
the classroom. Th inking aloud in the presence of another person enacts 
the Vygotskian notion that thinking is a social rather than an individual 
act (Smagorinsky, 1998). 

2. All writing has an implied reader. Th is assumption is central to the 
dialogic theory of discourse proposed by Mikhail Bakhtin (1986). 
Possessing awareness of a reader’s expectations, and being able to refi ne 
that awareness according to genre and communicative purpose, is a 
hallmark of “competence” as a writer. Developing this awareness is one 
of the main challenges in learning how to write successfully (Elbow, 
1981). By acting as a listener during the student’s composing process in 
dialogic writing assessment, the teacher can develop this awareness. 

3. Like dialogic teaching (Juzwik, Borsheim-Black, Caughlan, & Heintz, 
2013), dialogic assessment involves talking as a form of learning. 
For example, by talking, students can discover connections and 
inconsistencies in their thinking that can inform their writing. Dialogic 
approaches to learning generally are concerned with becoming (Bakhtin, 
1986) rather than being, with the direction of development rather than 
achievement of milestones. Giving the teacher access to the student’s 
thinking-in-process also allows the teacher insight into anything that 
might need to be unlearned, or any knowledge or skill that might need 
to be developed, in order for the student’s writing to progress.

Th e think-aloud assessment method that I describe in this book is not the 
only way to practice dialogic assessment. Any practice of writing assessment 
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that refl ects the principles described above could, in my view, be considered 
dialogic. Nelson Graff ’s (2009) use of reader think-alouds for peer review, for 
instance, is an excellent example of another approach to writing assessment 
that refl ects a dialogic orientation. By describing think-aloud writing assess-
ment in terms of this broader framework, I hope to make it possible to link it 
conceptually to a sociocultural orientation to teaching and learning and make 
a case for why teachers who align themselves with this orientation would want 
to practice it. 

DIAGNOSTIC AND FORMATIVE POTENTIAL OF 
THINK-ALOUD WRITING ASSESSMENT

Th ink-aloud assessment can be seen as both a diagnostic and formative as-
sessment, because of its potential to reveal challenges with writing that 
paper-and-pencil diagnostic assessments cannot, and because of its close align-
ment with process-based approaches to writing instruction. Both aspects of the 
think-aloud’s potential can be traced to its original purpose as a research tool.

Speaking While Doing: What Does This Reveal?

Th e original developers of the think-aloud method were aiming to expand 
the amount and kind of information that researchers could obtain about hu-
man thinking and behavior (Ericsson & Simon, 1993). Psychologists had oth-
er tools in their toolbox for studying human performance—such as tracking 
eye movements, keystrokes on a keyboard, or clicks on a button—but limiting 
study of human performance to this kind of physical or “nonverbal” data was 
considered insuffi  cient and, eventually, at odds with the expanded, more com-
plex view of the human mind that developed during the cognitive revolution 
in the 1950s and 1960s. 

In the early 1980s, the think-aloud protocol was taken up by writing re-
searchers who employed the method to study composing processes, investigat-
ing diff erences in composing between expert and novice writers, and in fi rst 
and second languages (Bereiter & Scardamalia, 1987; Cumming, 1989; Flower 
& Hayes, 1981). Since then, researchers have used the think-aloud protocol as 
a research tool to explore whether students use diff erent writing strategies for 
diff erent genres of writing (Beauvais, Olive, & Passerault, 2011; Durst, 1987) and 
what is challenging about revision (van Gelderen, 1997). And the protocol has 
been used extensively to study the unique processes and challenges of second-
language (L2) writers, with fi ndings of particular signifi cance for teachers of the 
growing numbers of English learners (ELs) in schools today. We know from this 
work, for example, that experience with writing has a greater eff ect on L2 writers’ 
processes than language profi ciency does (Cumming, 1989), and that in general, 
L2 writers tend to engage in less planning and goal-setting, and in less reread-
ing and refl ecting on the texts they have written, than fi rst-language writers do 
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8 A Think-Aloud Approach to Writing Assessment

(Silva, 1993). I myself fi rst used the think-aloud as a research tool to investigate 
high school students’ diffi  culties with argumentative writing, in collaboration 
with some colleagues (Beck, Llosa, & Fredrick, 2013). When we saw how much 
detail our student participants were able to provide about their writing process, 
even with minimal training, and the extent to which they revealed challenges 
with interpreting the writing tasks, anticipating audience concerns, and ana-
lyzing source texts, it occurred to us that thinking aloud could be useful as an 
assessment tool. Our intuition was supported by fi ndings from reading compre-
hension researchers who studied think-alouds as reading assessments (Caldwell 
& Leslie, 2010), fi nding that this method provided diff erent information from 
the typical retelling method of reading assessment. 

Does speaking while thinking about a problem or task aff ect how one 
works on the task? A reasonable question to ask, since as teachers we don’t 
want to add more complexity to the already challenging task of writing. For-
tunately for us, we can fi nd some answers from researchers who have inves-
tigated this question directly and discovered that when people are asked to 
introspect and explain their thinking, it can have a positive eff ect on perfor-
mance (Ericsson, 2003). For example, explanatory thinking aloud improved 
students’ understanding of science texts (Chi, de Leeuw, Chiu, & LaVancher, 
1994). In a similar way, thinking aloud while writing can improve students’ 
understanding of their own writing processes, fostering greater metacognition 
and a stronger sense of self-effi  cacy. In this way, thinking aloud can have an 
instructional eff ect. Assessment that involves thinking aloud can integrate as-
sessment and instruction in the same activity, thereby contributing to the for-
mative characteristics of the think-aloud assessment. Finally, speaking aloud 
while writing can foster a keener sense of what written language sounds like. 
Th e author C. S. Lewis gave this advice to writers: “Always write with the ear, 
not the eye. You should hear every sentence you write as if it were being read 
aloud or spoken” (quoted in Murray, 1990, p. 134). In the same way that stu-
dents can be taught to have an ear for music, think-aloud writing assessment 
can help students develop their ear for writing. 

Think-Aloud Assessment and the Writing Process

Th e think-aloud method of assessing writing is aligned with process-based, 
authentic models of writing instruction in several ways. First, as a dialogic 
method of writing assessment, it positions the teacher as an audience for the 
student’s writing, highlighting for students the presence of a reader and the 
inherent addressivity of all texts (Bakhtin, 1986). Second, a teacher who uses 
think-aloud assessment should assume that the thoughts a student verbalizes 
while composing are inherently tentative, oft en preceding a commitment to 
writing something on the page (although students oft en do verbalize language 
as they are writing it down). Such tentativeness is to be encouraged and cul-
tivated; it is like the “inner speech” that Vygotsky argued was a rehearsal for 
articulating thoughts in standardized, conventional, and complete utterances. 

© H
aw

ke
r B

ro
wnlo

w E
du

ca
tio

n




