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Understanding Poetry: 
Private Versus Collaborative Approaches 

by 
Paul Camey 

How does the collaborative approach to understanding poetry compare 

with the student's private reading? To make the comparison, I conducted my 

classroom research project in two sections of Engli~h 112 Composition and 

Literature. A total of 48 students participated in the project. One of the genre 

components of the course was poetry. During several weeks of the quarter, 

students were required to read, respond to, and write about the form and content 

of assigned poems. The primary purpose of the project was to compare "mean

ing-making" outcomes of private versus collaborative efforts to understand 

poetry. 

Procedure / Method 

I used a process self-analysis assessment technique in attempting to 

answer my research question. To evaluate the meaning-making outcome from 

the initial private reading, I gave students four poems to read. The poems were 

distributed at the end of class and were to be read before the next class session. 

For each poem, students were asked to chart their private understanding with 

respect to the poem's main idea, clarity of images, and emotional impact. 

Sample Format for Charting Private Reading Response 

Convey your degree of understanding of each poem with respect 

to main idea, clarity of images, personal / emotional impact of 

the poem. 
"Heavenly Bodies" by Everton 
• Main Idea 
• Clarity of Images 
• Personal / Emotional Impact 
"Wild Pitches" by Dacey 
• Main Idea 
• Clarity of Images 
• Personal/ Emotional Impact 
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After registering responses from their private readings, students as

sembled in groups of three to discuss the same four poems. A follow-up assess

ment form, distributed during the collaborative session, asked students to 

indicate specifically where-as a result of the collaborative experience-their 

understanding had been enhanced / clarified, confirmed, confused, opposed, or 

unaffected. 

Sample Format for Charting Collaborative Results 

Which of the following outcomes evolved as a result of the 

collaborative approach to understanding the poems: 

• Enhanced your understanding; clarified images 

• Confirmed / agreed with your understanding 

• Confused your understanding 

• Opposed your understanding 

• No effect on your understanding 
• Other _________________ _ 

Indicate specific areas where your private reading was in any way 

altered as a result of the collaborative efforts. Use the above 

categories to chart your responses. Feel free to elaborate. 

1. "Heavenly Bodies" by Everton 

2. "Wild Pitches" by Dacey 

3. "Belonging to God" by Keenan 

4. "When It Turned to Fiction" by Keenan 

Quantitative Data 

1. "Heavenly Bodies" by Everton 

7 Enhanced understanding; clarified images 

37 Confirmed/ agreed with understanding 

0 Confused understanding 

3 Opposed understanding 

1 No effect 
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2. "Wild Pitches" by Dacey 

31 Enhanced understanding; clarified images 

14 Confirmed / agreed with understanding 

0 Confused understanding 

0 Opposed understanding 

3 No effect 

3. "Belonging to God" by Keenan 

19 Enhanced understanding; clarified images 

9 Confirmed / agreed wi,th understanding 

16 

1 

3 

Confused understanding 

Opposed understanding 

No effect 

4. "When It Turned to Fiction" by Keenan 

32 Enhanced understanding; clarified images 

9 

0 

1 

6 

Confirmed/ agreed with understanding 

Confused understanding 

Opposed understanding 

No effect 

Anecdotal Data 

In most cases, the follow-up collaborative experience either enhanced or 

confirmed the student's privately developed understanding of the poems. The 

following responses typify the private versus collaborative responses to Philip 

Dacey's "Wild Pitches." 

Student A - Main Idea 
Private Reading: "Unclear, I don't know if it deals with what the world 

expects of you, or if it deals with our mistakes and how we deal with 

them." 

Collaborative Outcome: "Enhanced my understanding. I now under

stand the part of God and how he's watching our every move and knows 

when we do wrong. The poem is much clearer to me." 
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Student B - Main Idea 

Private Reading: "Clear. I feel that the poem is saying that the only 

way we can grow is by letting the thoughts and ideas we formulate find 

expression beyond ourselves." 

Collaborative Outcome: "Clarified unclear image of the pitcher/ 

catcher relationship of God coaching us and getting to all our wild 

pitches or mistakes." 

Student C - Main Idea 

Private Reading: "To let go of the ball, pitch it. Don't hold back. At 

first the pitches may be wild, but if you work on it hard enough, you'll 

get it." 

Collaborative Outcome: "Clarified unclear images. Father wanting son 

to make decisions and not worry about throwing a bad pitch because no 

matter how wild the pitch, there'd always be someone to catch it and 

help you out." 

Student D - Main Idea 

Private Reading: "Confusing and unclear. Is it about letting out ideas 

and thoughts, and not worrying about hurting the father?" 

Collaborative Outcome: "Enhanced understanding. Seize the moment. 

Take the opportunity to try things. Sometimes you fail. Someone will 

be there to pick you up. Biggest mistakes we make are the things we 

don't try." 

In some cases the confusion expressed in the private reading was com

monly shared in the collaborative experience. Of the four poems, Deborah 

Keenan's "Belonging to God" evidently posed the most difficult challenge. A 

total of 16 students indicated that the collaborative exercise merely affirmed a 

private struggle to understand the poem. 
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Student A • Main Idea 
Private Reading: "Unclear, confusing." 

Collaborative Outcome: "Still confused. Not clarified. Shared mutual 

confusion. Had no effect on my understanding. 

Student B - Main Idea 

Private Reading: "I didn't think the images were very clear. The way 

the author talked about 'My father did this and my daughter did this' 

was very confusing." 

Collaborative Outcome: "It's confusing because none of us really know 

what roles the people in the poem are playing. We all agreed that the 

poem was complicated." 

Student C - Main Idea 
Private Reading: "Semi-clear. I think Keenan is trying to say that she 

doesn't have the faith to totally 'belong to God' the way young children 

do. I had to read this poem several times to react to it." 

Collaborative Outcome: "No effect on our understanding. We all 

basically have an unclear understanding of this poem." 

Student D - Main Idea 

Private Reading: "Confusing main idea. Can't figure out meaning. 

Images are clear and descriptive, but I still don't understand it." 

Collaborative Outcome: "No effect on my understanding. I am still 

confused." 

Data Analysis/ Interpretation 

For most students, the collaborative experience either enhanced or 

confirmed their privately held understanding. The data suggested that a follow

up collaborative exercise provided an opportunity for students to explore their 
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initial understanding of poetry further. The collaborative dialogue allowed 

students to exchange, question, and perhaps reformulate their private interpreta

tions. 

While the enhanced understanding outcome may be the desired result of 

the collaborative exercise, I would argue that a confirmed understanding ranks of 

equal merit. The confirmed responses indicated that students felt a sense of 

intellectual security in knowing that other readers of the same poem had arrived 

at similar interpretations. The subsequent confirmation of understanding 

seemed to affirm an ambivalent, "is-it-just-me?" understanding, thereby fostering 

confidence within a community of exploratory readers. Even in the case of 

Keenan's "Belonging to God," the shared confusion seemed to unify rather than 

discourage students. 

Feedback Loop 

After reviewing the student responses, I shared my findings with both 

classes. The consensus from both classes was that the collaborative exercise 

assisted students in clarifying and/ or confirming their private analyses. The 

dynamics of the group process challenged students to support, defend, and 

sometimes reconsider their private understandings. 

Students felt that the collaborative networking would be especially 

helpful during early exposure to poetry, when anxieties, phobias, and misconcep

tions were commonly and intensely shared. 

Project's Effects on Teaching and Learning 

The project's findings offer convincing evidence that collaborative 

networking can enrich the students' understanding of poetry. In an interactive 

community of focused readers, students can build upon their solitary interpreta

tions without relinquishing original insight. 

In future Composition and Literature courses, I will implement a col

laborative learning model as a follow-up activity. Whether the outcome is 
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enhancement, confirmation, or confusion, the collaborative process offers a 

means by which students can vent anxiety, offer insight, and reconstruct ideas. 

Perhaps the most rewarding aspect of this project was witnessing a 

student's realization that "It's not just me." I also enjoyed observing the appre

ciation students expressed to fellow group members for their contributions. 

Within the collaborative setting, students began to regard one another not only 

as fellow students, but as teachers as well. 

Follow-Up 

A possible follow-up project may be directed at assessing collaborative 

outcomes in written analysis. I'm curious about a collaborative approach to 

constructing the poetry analysis paper. Collaborative study of poetry offers 

endless, intriguing possibilities. 

Wild Pitches 

by 

Philip Dacey 

You've been holding back 

long enough, Son. 

Stop aiming the ball. 

Let your power, 

that animal, 

out. Don't worry 

about hurting me. 

I'm in my father-squat 

behind home plate, like a frog, 

the soon-to-be-a-prince frog. 

Nothing and nobody 

can stop that story. 
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Not even you. The whole world 

squats so, just waiting 

for you to throw the ball 

as if you meant it, 

an angry word, 

an idea 

to change the world, 

a declaration 

of love. It's true 

some pitches will go wild. 

At first a lot will. 

But remember, 

God is somewhere 

with a mask and protector 

for his chest and nuts 

and catches every 

wild pitch there is. 

He's a scrambler. 

So let that arm uncurl 

and snake out 

like the snake that girdles 

the world-whip-snake, 

diamonded and poisoned 

to the point where 

the wildest pitch 

is the one that stays 

in your hand. 
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All at War with Time 

by 
Louis W. Garrett 

The sonnets of Shakespeare have challenged the world's greatest literary 

scholars for nearly four hundred years and have intrigued readers at every intellec

tual level. These magnificent sonnets are different from all those of his predeces

sors--and of his contemporaries. Their themes are unique and, according to some 

authorities, have no connections with reality or with the life of the author; that 

idea is, of course, absurd. Every sonnet is personal and portrays the innermost 

feelings of the great genius who created them. 

Not a single one of Shakespeare's sonnets has been shown to have come 

from a recognizable literary source, contrasting with almost every one of his 

masterful dramas, the sources of which are usually easily traced. Some of the 

sonnets are obviously addressed to a young man whom Shakespeare is entreating 

to marry and to reproduce the beauty so observable in him. 

Some of the most beautiful sonnets appear to be addressed to various 

women, not just to one. Some sonnets' contents show that Shakespeare writes to 

or about a mistress (40, 93, 94). Others address the inspiration for his sonnets 

(78, 79, 80, 96), and still others address one to whom he has been unfaithful (110, 

111). To assume that all sonnets written to a woman are addressed to a single 

mysterious "dark lady" is to be patently imperceptive in reading his expressions of 

love and of other soul-consuming concerns. 

To assume that all sonnets addressed to a man are addressed to the same 

man is to be guilty of the same lack of understanding of the subjects being dis

cussed. The petitions or themes being presented are to various men who played 

important parts in the poet's life (compare 10 and 36 or 37). 

Whatever else one can conclude about these masterpieces, it must be 

affirmed that behind the collection as a whole are situations and relationships 

that cannot have been invented and that lay bare the soul of the genius who 
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