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ABSTRACT

This study examines the communicative functions that 
poetry performs in poetry therapy, and the techniques of 
conversational control used by the therapist and by 
patients. It was expected that (1) poetry serves 
expressive, diagnostic, and suggestive functions in poetry 
therapy, and (2) poetry allows both the therapist and the 
patient to control the therapy sessions; therapists were 
expected to maintain control through behaviors such as 
concatenation, interpretation, and direct suggestion. Three 
poetry therapy groups were observed and audiotaped. Results 
indicate that (1) poetry serves expressive, informative, 
didactic, and suggestive functions, and (2) the therapist 
uses decentering in addition to the expected conversational 
techniques. Patients also use these techniques but more 
selectively and less frequently. These findings suggest a 
typology of conversational control techniques, and indicate 
that the principles and techniques used in poetry therapy 
may be extended to other contexts.
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION
Beyond any specific intention which poetry may have, 
there is always the communication of some new 
experience, or some fresh understanding of the 
familiar, or the expression of something we have 
experienced but have no words for, which enlarges our 
consciousness or refines our sensibility.

- T.S. Eliot (1957)
Poetry therapy has been recognized as one of the arts 

therapies for at least thirty years, and has had marked 
success with patients of severe mental illness. This type 
of therapy most often takes place in a group situation, with 
patients chosen for their interest in literature rather than 
for their particular neuroses. The facilitator of the group 
chooses poems both for the group as a whole and for specific 
individuals in the group. Often, the group will focus on 
one individual if he or she expresses interest in a 
particular poem, and the group situation is used as a method 
of "drawing out" patients who can then be counselled 
individually (for more detail, see Leedy, 1969a? Schloss, 
1976). Patients often respond to a poem or theme (for 
example, "I should...but I want..." (Lack, 1982)) with 
poetry of their own, as well as with verbal comments. They 
may also choose to comment on the group or a particular 
session by writing poetry (see, for instance, Berger, 1969). 

To those who practice and participate in it, there is
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no doubt that poetry therapy works, but questions remain as 
to why it has been so successful. "Just how poetry 
functions in the therapeutic process is a moot question. 
There are few research data to serve as a basis for a 
theory; we are at the stage of hypothesis and speculation" 
(Crootof, 1969, p.45). An attempt to explain the process 
and the importance of poetry to the recovery of the mentally 
ill has yet to be undertaken. This study investigates the 
communicative functions that poetry performs in poetry 
therapy, and the techniques of conversational control used 
by the therapist and by patients. The research is intended 
to provide some insight into the experience of a patient in 
a poetry therapy group, and suggest ways in which the 
benefits of poetry therapy may be extended beyond the 
therapeutic context. The remainder of this chapter focusses 
on a review of research in poetry therapy, with particular 
attention being paid to the nature of psychotherapy, the 
communication functions of poetry in therapy, and 
conversational control in therapy.

Psychotherapy in Groups
Current thought suggests that an individual is a 

product of the socio-historical context in which he or she 
finds him- or herself. The individual's personal experience 
is, therefore, tempered by the "reality of everyday life"
(Berger & Luckman, 1967)« The reality of everyday life is
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intersubj ective, and requires a constant interchange between 
the individual’s experience and the experience of others in 
this world. One cannot function in the subjective reality 
alone, but must find some way of negotiating the world of 
society as well. Deviance, or mental illness, is behavior 
that violates social norms (Horwitz, 1982), behavior that 
reflects too much of the subjective reality, and not enough 
of social reality. In essence, the goal of mental illness 
therapy, or psychotherapy, is to bridge the gap between the 
individual's reality and the social reality in which that 
individual must function, in order to establish a 
symmetrical relationship between the two and reintegrate the 
individual into society (Berger & Luckman, 1967; Edelson, 
1970; Horwitz, 1982; Labov & Fanshel, 1977; Silverman,
1988). Indeed, it is the need to negotiate the coexistence 
of these realities that is the particular problem of the 
mentally ill.

Research, both in sociology and poetry therapy, 
suggests that discourse can serve as a bridge between the 
world of the individual and the world of everyday life. 
Language serves as a line of communication between the 
patient and the outside world, a way to express the workings 
of the subjective world (Morrison, 1969). The group therapy 
context provides patients with the opportunity to negotiate 
their own reality with that of society because it allows
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them to express themselves freely while in a secure social 
environment. Patients can safely experiment with old and 
new social behaviors, and are able to recognize the 
consequences of their behavior through discussion with 
others in the group (Edelson, 1970; Harris, 1977;
Meichenbaum & Genest, 1977; Sansbury, 1977),

The discussion of common problems and the establishment 
of common goals in the group allow the members to feel a 
sense of belonging and leads to group cohesion and a group 
identity (Meichenbaum & Genest, 1977; Sansbury, 1977;
Turner, 1982), Group members judge each other's thoughts 
and behaviors and can risk rejection by the group for anti
social behavior, as well as provide "positive social 
reinforcement" for prosocial behavior (Edelson, 1970;
Harris, 1977; Sansbury, 1977). As patients learn to correct 
their behavior, they may also begin to lead group discussion 
and teach prosocial behaviors to other members of the group 
(Harris, 1977), Thus, members are pressured to act in 
acceptable ways by other group members as well as by the 
therapist, enhancing the effectiveness of therapy.

The Use of Language in Poetry Therapy 
If discourse can be seen as a means of bridging the gap 

between the subjective world of the mentally ill and the 
world of everyday life, the co-construction of meaning and 
social order through conversation becomes particularly



12
important in the poetry therapy context„ Language is a way 
to objectify thoughts and feelings, and to provide a 
sensible order for them which remains rooted in social 
reality (Berger & Luckman, 1967). This means that language 
is also a way of objectifying the individual in the world of 
everyday life; as we talk about ourselves, we become real, 
and our subjectivity becomes valid (Berger & Luckman, 1967; 
Shattuck, 1985). Because meaning can be said to be jointly 
constructed through conversation (Schegloff, 1968; Sacks, 
Schegloff & Jefferson, 1974), conversation between a 
therapist and patient has the potential to both validate the 
patient's subjectivity, as well as to alter that 
subjectivity in the direction of social reality.
The Communication Functions of Poetry

It has been suggested that human thought processes are 
largely metaphorical (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980; Shattuck,
1985), and that metaphors allow for a wide range of 
alternative constructions of meaning as they translate the 
images of thought into language (Forrest, 1969; Horwitz, 
1982; among many others). A metaphor has the ability to 
give us insight into something which is "indescribable,” 
such as a strong emotional state, and metaphors are the 
means by which we try to understand our own feelings (Lakoff 
& Johnson, 1980). As Goldstein (1983, p. 168) argues:
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It is often difficult, if not impossible to communicate innermost feelings in conventional speech. We can 
present facts and information, but it is only when we use symbolic language that we can organize thoughts and 
feelings and represent experience.
Metaphoric language is an indirect language, one which 

is vague on the surface, and which must be decoded by the 
reader/receiver. At the same time, metaphors allow a 
patient to identify with others who have experienced similar 
conflicts (Berger, 1969). Poetry therapy groups allow group 
members to communicate using the indirect language of 
metaphor while interacting within the secure community of 
the group. Thus, poetic language operates on two levels in 
poetry therapy as the indirect language of metaphor 
interacts with the therapeutic context in which metaphor is 
relied upon as a communication tool. If patients rely on 
poetic language to express themselves, and if the therapist 
relies on poetic language to direct patients toward 
prosocial behavior, metaphor must be capable of performing 
several communicative functions within a poetry therapy 
group.

Expressive Functions. Metaphors can prove to be an 
excellent clue to a patient's emotional state. One patient, 
for example, when asked to imagine himself as a tree and to 
describe himself in detail, "presented himself as a stunted 
tree in a backyard with some of his lower branches broken 
off by climbing children" (Schloss, 1976, p. 9). Through



this metaphor, the patient and the therapist came to 
recognize the patient's resentment toward his family and 
their dependence on him.

Diagnostic and Suggestive Functions. Therapists 
themselves can use metaphor when guiding a patient toward 
prosocial behavior. For example, one therapist reached a 
manic-depressive patient in a poetry therapy group about her 
disruptive and hostile behavior by saying, "Joyce, you are a 
hit-and-run driver" (Rothenberg, 1987, p. 71). This 
'diagnosis' led the group to discuss with Joyce her hostile 
behavior, and Joyce gradually began to communicate more 
directly and clearly with others. Another therapist used 
the phrase "Without Brahmins, there would be no 
Untouchables" (Rothenberg, 1987, p. 71) in order to suggest 
to a patient familiar with East Asian philosophy that she 
was the Untouchable in the dysfunctional relationship 
between her and her mother.

The preceding discussion and examples suggest that 
poetry can serve more than one communicative function in 
therapy, and lead to the following research questions What 
are the communication functions that poetry performs in 
group poetry therapy, between therapist and patient and 
between patient and patient?

14
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Conversational Control in Poetry Therapy

Control may be defined as the goal-oriented regulation 
of interactional content, events, or structure by the 
interactants (Cappella, 1985? Wiemann, 1985). In poetry 
therapy, control is asserted through the manipulation of the 
conversational structure by both the therapist and the 
patient.

The traditional psychotherapeutic interview follows a 
question/answer format (Labov & Fanshel, 1977? Sacks, et 
al-, 1974) through which social order is manifested; the 
specialized knowledge of the therapist allows him or her to 
control the interaction because he or she has the implicit 
authority to ask questions or make suggestions for behavior 
that the patient cannot, but must comply with (Labov & 
Fanshel, 1977? Mehan, 1987). Questioning by the therapist 
restricts the possible and appropriate responses that a 
patient might give, allowing the therapist to elicit a 
desired response from the patient, but emphasizing that the 
therapist maintains conversational control. Since the 
ability to gain, keep, and give up the conversational floor 
is crucial to feelings of social competence on the part of 
an interactant (Cappella, 1985), control exerted by the 
therapist in this way can limit a patient's opportunities to 
exercise the social competence that therapy should be 
guiding him or her toward.
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Because metaphors are an indirect method of 

communication, the patient may feel safer in expressing him- 
or herself through poetry than through "ordinary" language 
because metaphors cannot be contradicted % "A member may read 
his poetry as a way of sharing his innermost feelings. He 
then feels part of the group and is able to communicate 
intimately with others when more direct verbal interaction 
is difficult for him" (Siroka & Siroka, 1976, p. viii). By 
having patients write poetically about their feelings and by 
allowing them to discuss poetry with little fear of 
contradiction, the poetry therapist allows the patient to 
regulate the structure of the conversation, and downplays 
the social order implicit in it (Bell, 1987; Geer, 1983). 
Conversational Control Techniques

Conversational control techniques are tactics used by 
interactants in order to alter the structure and content of 
discourse by limiting the options available for subsequent 
utterances (Wiemann, 1985). In the therapeutic context this 
is particularly relevant since the therapist must use 
discourse to influence the patient and encourage social 
conformity.

By employing metaphor, the poetry therapist is able to 
maintain conversational control by managing it indirectly. 
This allows the therapist to use the same conversational 
control techniques as traditional therapists, but to exert
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this control more covertly. Labov and Fanshel (1977), and 
Pollio and Barlow (1975), in case studies of therapist- 
patient interaction, observe three principal conversational 
techniques used by the therapist: (1) Concatenation,
discussing one topic in close connection with another in 
order to help the patient see the parallels and contrasts 
between them? (2) Interpretation of a patient’s statement;
(3) Direct suggestions. All three of these can be seen as 
techniques of controlling discourse, and all three are used 
by poetry therapists.

Concatenation. To use metaphor in therapy is to use 
concatenation. The therapist's insights into a patient's 
psychological problems can be explained to the patient 
through reference to something familiar to the patient. 
"Without Brahmins, there would be no Untouchables" (see 
Rothenberg, 1987, p. 71) sets up a comparison of the 
relationship between the members of different social castes 
in India with the relationship between the patient and her 
mother, leading the patient to find 'on her own' the 
significance of the parallels and contrasts between them and 
as a result, insight into her relationship with her mother.

Interpretation. The therapist's role in poetry therapy 
is to interpret a patient's metaphors, or poetic language, 
and to use them as an agent in, and record of, his or her 
recovery. A therapist who relies on the medical background
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of a patient in analyzing that patient's poetry runs the 
risk of misunderstanding what the patient intended by the 
poetry and may discourage further communication by the 
patient (Fine, Pollio, & Simpkinson, 1973; Jaskoski, 1980; 
Rothenberg, 1987)» However, in relating a patient's poetry 
to the medical diagnosis of his or her condition, the 
therapist is able to relay his or her observations and 
suggestions for recovery through the patient's own words.

Thus, interpretations of a patient's statements may be 
expressed through metaphor, or an extension of a metaphor 
used by a patient. For example, "If your father's tears 
cause you distress why are they as precious and valuable as 
gold?" (see Goldstein, 1983, p, 170) is an extension of a 
patient's statement "His [her father's] tears are gold."
The therapist's interpretation is embedded in the extension 
of the patient's metaphor, and by using the patient's own 
words the therapist helps the patient to grasp this 
interpretation. This preserves the patients' sense of 
control over the therapeutic context and helps them to feel 
like they control their own recovery, while allowing the 
therapist to guide them toward prosocial behaviors.

Direct Suggestion. In recognizing the possible 
consequences of the social order implicit in the therapist- 
patient relationship, many therapists avoid making direct 
suggestions for behavior in an attempt to prevent alienating
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the patient (Labov & Fanshel, 1977)» Poetry therapy 
provides a way to give these suggestions without seeming to 
control the therapeutic interaction by veiling them in 
metaphor:

The boy commented that he did not wish his father 
to control him, but wished to maintain his own 
autonomy and would not engage in [an] extended 
conversation [with his father]. The metaphor of a 
tennis game was then brought up by the therapist. 
If one wished to control the other player in 
tennis, one had to put oneself under the control 
of the oncoming ball. (See Fine, Pollio, & 
Simpkinson, 1973, p. 88.)

Whether these techniques of conversational control are 
also used by patients in therapeutic discourse can only be 
speculated, since this has not been the topic of recent 
research. However, since poetry therapy allows patients a 
sense of control over the therapeutic context and places the 
therapist and patient on a similar social level of 
communication, it could be expected that patients exercise 
control by employing similar Conversational techniques as 
those used by the therapist.

Poetry therapy allows both the therapist and the 
patient control over the therapeutic context and discourse, 
and the arguments presented above in support of this 
assertion suggest a second research question: What are the
techniques of control used by the poetry therapist and by 
the poetry therapy patient?

This question in turn suggests a third research
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question: What is the relationship between the techniques
of control used by the poetry therapist and those used by 
the poetry therapy patient?

Summary
By interpreting our subjective experiences through 

language, we integrate ourselves into the order of everyday 
life. Poetry therapy helps patients bridge the gap between 
subjective and everyday language in order for them to 
function in society, and according to its "authority," 
"conventions and patterns" (Forrest, 1969, p. 253). Poetry 
therapy works for those who cannot express themselves 
because it allows them to express themselves publicly using 
a private language; poetic language expresses the subjective 
in a way that can be understood in everyday reality. At the 
same time, poetry therapy helps patients to communicate 
"basic wishes and impulses rather than simply releasing them 
in inappropriate behavior" (Schloss, 1976, p. 9).

Through poetry therapy, patients are taught to help 
themselves integrate into society by allowing them a measure 
of control over the therapeutic context and discourse.
Poetry can help a patient to express him- or herself through 
the use of metaphoric language, but the ambiguity implicit 
to metaphors allows the therapist to maintain control over 
the therapeutic context by seemingly not being in control. 
The therapist may use the ambiguity of metaphor to
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reinterpret a patient's metaphors for him or her according 
to a clinical diagnosis, and to "clarify" for the patient 
the words he or she has written but cannot understand alone. 
His or her position as the one to help the patient negotiate 
the link between his or her subjective reality and the 
'objective' reality of everyday life, places the therapist 
in a highly influential position.

The research questions aim to examine how poetry is 
successful in aiding poetry therapy patients to integrate 
their subjective reality with the reality of everyday life. 
It is expected that (1) poetry serves expressive, 
diagnostic, and suggestive functions in poetry therapy, and 
(2) poetry allows both the therapist and the patient to 
control the therapy sessions; therapists are expected to 
maintain control through behaviors such as concatenation, 
interpretation, and direct suggestion.
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CHAPTER 2 
METHOD

Access and Research Context 
Access to poetry therapy groups was gained through 

arrangements made with a psychologist at a large university 
Student Health Center, and a professor in the Department of 
Communication at the same university. The psychologist was 
interested in expanding the range of self-help workshops 
available to the university students, faculty, and staff 
through the Student Health Center, and agreed to advertise 
several poetry therapy groups, and to provide a conference 
room at the Center in which the groups could meet. The 
professor of Communication, also an experienced poetry 
therapist, agreed to serve as the facilitator of the groups.

Three poetry therapy groups were observed in this 
study. The first group, composed of eleven university 
students, served as the pilot group. Five university staff 
members and four university students comprised the second 
and third groups, respectively. Group members were 
recruited via a flyer advertising a poetry therapy workshop 
at the campus Student Health Center and these flyers were 
distributed by the Student Health Center and posted around 
campus. Each group met for about one hour on Monday 
afternoons for five weeks. The observer spent a total of 15 
hours observing these three groups. Group membership was



23
voluntary and although regular attendance was requested, 
attendance varied, often with different people joining the 
groups from week to week. The investigator attended the 
meetings of the groups as a passive observer in order to 
minimize interaction effects between her and the group 
members.
Group Members

The staff of the Mental Health Department prefer to 
refer to the group therapies they provide as "workshops" 
rather than as therapies, in order to encourage a more 
informal atmosphere within the groups. Members are not 
required to provide extensive personal or medical histories 
to the therapists, and in keeping with this policy, the only 
personal information gathered from the poetry therapy group 
members was the information offered by the members 
themselves in the group discussions.

Group One, the pilot group, consisted of eleven 
university students from various disciplines, seven of whom 
were female and four male. Two of these women, and one of 
the men were "nontraditional students," mature students who 
were in their thirties or above. The rest of the group 
members were in their twenties. Several of the group 
members appeared to have been referred to the group by staff 
in the Mental Health Department, as they made reference to 
various staff members in the discussions.
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Group Two was composed of four university staff members 

(Amy, Pam, Ann, and Liz), and one undergraduate student 
majoring in Psychology (Sue), all of whom were female. Amy 
appeared to be in her forties, Pam, Ann, and Liz in their 
thirties, and Sue in her twenties. Both Liz and Amy 
referred to their children in group discussions, but none of 
the group members made explicit references to their marital 
status. The members of this group were drawn to the 
workshop because of their interest in writing poetry.

Group Three consisted of three males and one female. 
Tom, Rob, and Val were undergraduates and Gus a graduate 
student. Tom and Rob appeared to be in their early 
twenties, Gus in his late twenties, and Val in her forties. 
Val was married and the mother of one daughter, but the 
marital status of the other members was not discussed. 
Facilitator

The facilitator of these groups. Bob, was a male in his 
fifties, and a professor of Communication at the university. 
Bob's area of expertise is Literature and Communication and 
Oral Interpretation of Literature, and he has conducted 
several formal and informal poetry therapy groups for 
various organizations.
Physical and Institutional Environment

The poetry therapy meetings were held in the Student 
Health Center of a large southwestern university. The
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Center is modern, efficiently designed and well maintained, 
and houses both the Physical Health Department, located on 
the ground and first floors, and the Mental Health 
Department, located on the second floor. Both departments 
serve university faculty and staff as well as undergraduate 
and graduate students. The Mental Health Department is 
accessed by a single elevator, and a receptionist greets all 
visitors to the floor, creating a comfortable and 
professional environment for all clients.

Meetings of the poetry therapy groups took place in a 
small conference room designed specifically for group 
therapy and located in the southwest corner of the second 
floor of the Center, A single solid panel door provides 
entry into the room, ensuring its occupants of privacy, but 
the room itself has an air of spaciousness as the two 
outside walls are equipped with large picture windows. 
Comfortable chairs provide seating for about fifteen people, 
and the chairs as well as the coffee and conference tables 
may be arranged as desired by the occupants of the room.

Group Process
During the initial meeting of each group, members were 

told that the workshop was part of research project centered 
around the use of poetry as a communication tool in group 
discussion. Each member of the second and third groups were 
also asked to sign a form indicating their consent to be
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audiotaped, and all members consented. Initially, field 
notes were assumed to be a less obtrusive, and therefore 
preferable, method of data collection for this study, but 
the constant recording of notes by the investigator during 
the pilot group seemed to continually draw attention to the 
fact that the members were under study, and caused them to 
become more self-conscious. This effect was greatly reduced 
in the second and third groups when reliance was placed on 
audio taping and fewer, supplemental notes were taken.

In order to initiate group interaction, the facilitator 
began each session by distributing a set of quotations and 
asking the group members to pick their favorites and explain 
the reasons for their choice. The reading and discussion of 
several poems chosen by the therapist then followed; the 
number of poems discussed in any given meeting varied and no 
time limit was set for the discussion of any particular 
poem. Occasionally, group members were asked to write their 
responses to a particular poem as poetically as possible, 
and these responses were then discussed.
Debriefing

The last meeting of the workshop served as an interview 
and debriefing session. Without the facilitator present, 
group members were asked for their individual reactions to 
the group, and to provide member checks of the 
investigator's observations. Observations were also
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verified with the facilitator of the group during a separate 
meeting.

At the end of the last session, members were debriefed 
as to the full nature of the study. A brief theoretical 
background of poetry therapy was given, and members were 
informed that their groups were being studied as part of the 
research for a Master's thesis in Communication, the focus 
of which was the use of poetry as a communication tool in 
group discussion and therapy. Members were told that the 
transcripts of group meetings would be analyzed according to 
the types of things that the group members and the 
facilitator said, what those utterances communicated to 
those in the group and to the facilitator, and how effective 
this communication appeared to be within the group.
Finally, the investigator offered a telephone number where 
she could be reached if the group members had any further 
questions about the study. All group members appeared to be 
satisfied with the intended use of the data, and the nature 
of the study.

Data Analysis
All of the taped sessions were transcribed verbatim by 

the investigator. This yielded 111 pages of written 
transcripts that provided the raw materials for this 
analysis. Field notes from the pilot group served as a 
point of reference for data collection and analysis
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strategies.
Open Coding Techniques

Transcripts of the audio recordings were initially 
coded on (1) communication functions, and (2) techniques of 
conversational control (concatenation, interpretation, and 
direct suggestion) for both facilitator and patients, using 
analytic induction. Recorded data were classified into 
these categories through constant comparison, which also 
permitted the emergence of new categories. Each incident in 
the data was compared to previously coded incidents in all 
categories and subcategories until a fit between data was 
achieved (Glaser & Strauss, 1967, as cited in Lincoln &
Cuba, 1985). When a fit between a specific incident and a 
category was not achieved, a new category or subcategory was 
formed.

Expressive, diagnostic, and suggestive communication 
functions, and the control techniques of concatenation, 
interpretation, and direct suggestion were the pre-existing 
categories against which data were compared. Informative 
and didactic communication functions and decentering emerged 
as new categories as the data was analyzed.
Operational Definitions

Communication Function. The purposes, motives, or 
outcomes of communication (Burgoon, Buller, & Woodall,
1989).
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Concatenation. Discussing one topic in close 

connection with another in order to help another person see 
the parallels and/or contrasts between them (Labov &
Fanshel, 1977).

Decentering. Using another person's statement as a 
vehicle for expressing one's own meaning. As a speaker 
removes an utterance from its original context and then 
recontextualizes it, he or she takes control over the 
discourse and manipulates it in order to achieve personal 
ends (Bauman & Silverstein, 1987).

Direct Suggestion. Proposing a plan of action to 
another person.

Interpretation. Explaining the intended meaning of 
another person's statement.
Validity and Reliability

Member checks served as a further clarification of the 
investigator's observations of the group. With regard to 
the communication functions of poetry, members were asked if 
they felt that they could express themselves openly in the 
group, if the group helped them to deal with their emotions, 
if they thought the group was a successful way to discuss 
emotions and feelings, and if they considered poetry to be a 
useful communication tool within the group. Questions 
regarding conversational control techniques focused on how 
comfortable the members felt in expressing themselves in the
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group, whether they felt that the facilitator or other group 
members were controlling the discussion, and what techniques 
they saw the facilitator use in guiding the discussion.

Overall, members felt that they could express 
themselves openly in the groups, that the groups did help 
them deal with their emotions, and that the groups were 
successful. All members considered poetry to be an 
excellent communication tool for facilitating group 
discussion. Group members felt comfortable expressing their 
thoughts and feelings in the group, and did not feel that 
the facilitator or other group members controlled the 
direction of the discussions. Finally, members felt that 
the facilitator guided the discussion by focussing on the 
group members' emotional responses to the poetry rather than 
their intellectual responses, by being aware of the group 
members' nonverbal communication, and by not forcing certain 
interpretations of the poetry on the group.

As a reliability test, four independent coders were 
given excerpts from the transcripts and asked to code them 
on conversational control techniques. Coders were given 
operational definitions and examples of these techniques, 
and then asked to code three incidents of concatenation, 
decentering, and direct suggestion, and two incidents of 
interpretation, for a total of eleven excerpts. Reliability 
ranged from 0.45 to 0.64, with the highest reliabilities



31
achieved by two coders familiar with transcription analysis. 
These reliabilities appear low relative to studies of more 
discrete and decontextualized phenomena (e.g. Labov, 1964). 
However» one could argue that such reliability levels are 
acceptable for this study because, as is suggested above, 
discourse cannot be analyzed meaningfully without regard to 
the context and culture in which it takes place. Thus, 
excerpting portions of the group discussions for independent 
coders to rate decontextualizes and alters the meaning of 
the discourse.

Data Presentation
Following this line of thought, excerpts are presented 

along with an explanatory paragraph and discussion of the 
relevant features of the group context. The examples that 
follow were selected as exemplars of the communication 
functions and control techniques discovered during 
observations and data analysis. Excerpts have been edited 
for readability and clarity.



32

THE COMMUNICATION FUNCTIONS OF POETRY 
The communication functions that poetry served in the 

poetry therapy groups can be divided into three major 
categories: Expressive Functions, Informative Functions,
and Didactic Functions.

Expressive Functions
The facilitator of the poetry therapy groups. Bob, 

emphasized the importance of the group members' personal 
associations with the poetry that was discussed. As a 
result, members often used a poem or a phrase of a poem as a 
vehicle to express their own emotions. For example, members 
of the groups were asked to "think about" the poems that had 
been discussed during in each session over the course of the 
following week, and to share their insights in the next 
session. After being asked to consider two poems, 
"Reflections on a Gift of Watermelon Pickle Received From a 
Friend Called Felicity" and "'Out, out, — '"1, one member, 
Pam, had the following discussion with Bob in the second 
meeting of Group Two:
Example 1 Communication of Personal Emotional State
Bob: ...Did you think anything else about the quotations or 

anything?
Pam: Well only that I was attempting to stifle any memory I

CHAPTER 3

1 Poems are reproduced and alphabetized by title in Appendix 
A.
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had of the other poem. I found that coming back to me 
and deliberately trying not to think about it.

Bob: Huh. Why? What was going on there?
Pam: I don't know. I work very hard at trying to weed

images of violence out of my life which is extremely 
difficult to do in this day and age. And so

[... ]
Bob: ...You're trying what, be positive about being in this 

current context and not let negatives and violence 
(come in)?Pam: Right. It's not that I have to be this but I resent
very much the constant intrusion of violent images and 
I've given up watching the news entirely because they 
go so far afield to find ugly things. And this it was 
about two years ago I was walking from work across to 
the parking garage and some kid came pounding up behind 
me and scared the living daylights out of me and all he 
was doing was running across campus.

Bob: Yeah.Pam: And I realized that I'm becoming consumed with fearthat there is no logical basis in my life, you know. I 
haven't had an experience that would cause this and so 
these things are coming from the outside and they're 
taking up too much of my time and so I work very hard 
not to let those be part of my life. I don't want to 
be isolated in my house and afraid to live a life...
While thinking about these poems on her own time, Pam

is struck by her reluctance to consider the poem '"Out,
out, — '" and is able to associate this reaction to the
ever-increasing fear she has begun to feel in her life.

When asked to choose their favorite lines from "Ars
Poetica?", another member is struck by a phrase and relates
it to her own feelings:
Example 2 Communication of Personal Emotional State (Group 
Two, Week Two)
Amy: ...I put my mark by "It's hard to guess where that

pride of poets comes from, when so often they're put to 
shame by the disclosure of their frailty" and 

Bob: Yeah, what about that?
Amy: I guess that I would like to see us all be more able to



34
disclose or to show or to expose our frailty, I really 
admire that in people when they can be transparent and 
show me themselves and not be afraid to act or to 
display who they are, I really have a you know I just really love that in people and hope to be able to do 
that I myself without of course letting loose any 
family secrets [laughs] the family skeletons out of the 
closet or something like that, but I think sometimes we 
try so hard to hide ourselves and to hide all of our 
feelings and our frailties and all and I'm Pleased to 
see that in people because and I can relate to them 
because I'm like that so I certainly hope that you have 
frailties and that you have how can our souls speak if 
we are so (deeply insulated) and so we can only have 
surface relationships and I run out of surface 
conversation real fast, I don't have anything else to 
say.
Members of the groups also made associations with poems 

that did not necessarily reflect their own emotional states, 
but when this occurred, they were often careful to indicate 
where they related themselves to the poem, and where they 
distanced themselves from it. In Example 3, Amy stresses 
that she is not necessarily relating herself to the specific 
events of "Lament," but that she can empathize with the 
poet:
Example 3 Communication of Emotional Discontinuity (Group 
Two, Week Three)
Bob: ...What is the feeling in your body?
[... ]Amy: Like I might feel if I got caught doing something I

shouldn't have been doing and if I wouldn't have been 
doing that maybe this wouldn't have happened.

Bob: Ooo. So because you were doing something you shouldn't 
be doing this happened.

[.., ]
Amy: And perhaps I take responsibility oftentimes for things 

that deserved or undeserved I don't know. But it's 
that sudden feeling of it's my fault because I didn't 
act wisely. (When I would have.) Something horrible
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happened and that would be the feeling that if you were 
going to say what feeling does it elicit that's the 
feeling it elicits.
Similarly in Example 4, Val indicates that although 

part of "Those Winter Sundays" reminds her of her 
relationship with her father, she rejects other images in 
the poem that might suggest a reserved and possibly abusive 
relationship between father and child:
Example 4 Communication of Emotional Discontinuity (Group 
Three, Week Three)
Bob: And quickly what poem says the most to you just 

intuitively? Val?
Val: It's hard to choose between them. The first thing is 

the beginning of this "Those Winter Sundays."
Bob: Because it reminds you of your father.
Val: Uh huh very much so. But just that first little bit. 
Bob: Yeah, I understand.

A primary function of poetry in the groups was to allow 
members to communicate persistent salient emotional states 
repeatedly over the course of the workshop. Members related 
to several poems in the same way, or would focus on one 
image despite attempts by the facilitator or other members 
to shift to another area of discussion. Group Two's 
reactions to "Victory in Defeat" is an good representation 
of this tendency:
Example 5 Communication of Persistent Emotional State 
(Group Two, Week Three)
Bob: What did you have so far?
Pam: I wrote "brief rest but sad but life continues. The 

upward path is but a moment away."
Bob: The upward path is but a moment away. What did you get 

down. Sue?
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Sue; MCarving new spaces. Elation, Acceptance of up and down. Serenity.n Drew a little picture.Bob; Carving new spaces. What did you get down, Amy?
Amy; Hade me feel cynical somehow.
Bob; Ah!Amy: Because I wrote "cynical tired of the battle. Words 

come so easy but the battle is difficult and 
wearisome."

Bob; Yeah, words are facile sometimes.
Amy; It all sounds so grand and noble but it's (really not 

so).Bob; What did you get down?
Ann; Well, a song came to mind.
Bob; Holy mackerel!Ann; You know a time to everything there is a season 
Bob; Yes, Ecclesiastes?Ann; Yeah, that’s what came to mind. A time to be born, a 

time to die, a time to rejoice, a time to grieve. So 
that’s what came to mind.
Pam's reaction to this poem indicates her attempts to 

"stay on the upside" and reject images of violence in her 
life, and is similar to her response to "'Out, out, — '," 
"Reflections on a Gift of Watermelon Pickle," and "Finches." 
Amy's cynicism, weariness, and criticism of superficial 
relationships are evidenced also in her previous reactions 
to all of the poems discussed in the group. Sue's reaction 
is typical of her unflagging optimism, and Ann's response is 
similar to those in other sessions where she responds to a 
poem with an association of memory or image.

The development of an ability to communicate personal 
emotional states through poetry can be traced in certain 
members, particularly Amy. In the first meeting of Group 
Two, Amy responds to "'Out, out, — '," a poem centered 
around the death of a boy, with physical feelings and vague
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emotionss
Example 6 Communication of Personal Emotional State
Bob: »..Amy, what happened for you?
Amy: Well for some reason I felt a real dampness„
Bob: Damp.
Amy: Uh huh.
Bob: Tell me more about damp.
Amy: I don't know I felt 
Bob: Clammy?
Amy: No a dampness like it was raining and a damp kind of 

day.
Bob: Yes.
Amy: And I could really feel that in the first part of the 

poem and then,as it went on I felt the futility. I 
don't know a sense of futility I can’t explain that 
exactly.
Compare this with Amy's reaction to "Reflections of a 

Suicide," a poem discussed in the fourth meeting of the 
group, and a few days after Amy had witnessed the aftermath 
of a young man’s suicide attempt:
Example 7 Communication of Personal Emotional State
Amy: ...I'm not so sure that it was such a good thing that 

this boy lived. I'm not so sure it’s always best or 
preferable that we live. I'm not so sure that suicide 
is the coward's way out I think it would take a 
tremendous amount of courage to jump off of that 
bridge, to hold a three fifty-seven magnum to your head 
and pull the trigger. I'm not so sure as our Christian 
religion would teach us that God would frown or send 
anybody to hell for killing themselves. I'm not so 
sure about anv of those things. I feel disappointed 
somehow for this person because they this person had a 
I feel like this person let themselves down again by 
not being able to accomplish what they started out to 
accomplish. Now I'm not advocating suicide I'm just 
saying that I can look at the other side of the coin. 
This boy was not dead he was even talking when I was 
out there and he didn't want to go on the gurney in the 
ambulance to the hospital he wanted to die.
In both instances, Amy is attempting to express her
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feelings of weariness and her cynicism of other people's 
good intentions, but she is able to express these feelings 
much more clearly after four meetings of the group, even "at 
the risk of making [her]self vulnerable."

Informative Functions
Beyond the discussion of particular problematic areas 

of their lives, the members of the group often provided the 
therapist and other members with information about their 
lives and their histories by making associations between 
past experiences to the events of the poems. This limited 
the necessity for probing questions on the part of the 
therapist, and suggested other areas for possible 
discussion:
Example 8 Communication of Personal Information (Group Two, 
Week One)
Ann: Well, I felt real sad and then when it got to the part 

of the amputation ["'Out, out, — '"] basically I went 
back into my own poetry or my own life 

Bob: Yes.
Ann: And I used to be a medical photographer I had to 

photograph people that had their legs and limbs 
amputated.

Bob: How long ago was this?
Ann: This was well I did it in the late seventies.
Example 9 Communication of Personal Information (Group 
Three, Week Four)
Bob: Any new insights, impressions, memories?
Gus: ["Morning of the Sad Women"] somewhat reminds me of I 

used to have to go to hockey camp every summer. My 
parents would force me to go I was glad later because t 
made me a better player but I used to hate going to 
hockey camp.
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Didactic Functions

In order for the therapist to effectively use the 
poetry to diagnose and offer suggestions, the patients must 
in turn understand his or her reason for choosing the poem. 
Since the therapist selects poems according to their 
dominant themes, the patients must be aware of these themes, 
even as they discuss other aspects of the poem and their own 
interpretations. When the patients do not grasp the 
therapist's interpretation of the poem, it is often 
necessary for him to communicate it to them in order that 
they may benefit from the poem's message.

The therapist asserts his own interpretation of the 
poems approximately 12 times in Group Two and 20 times in 
Group Three. A major theme that the therapist followed in 
these groups was that of savoring youth, of living life to 
the full as much as possible. One of the poems that he 
chose to illustrate this idea was "'Out, out, — but the 
members of Group Two focus instead on the violent image of 
the child's death. In order to assert his more positive 
view of the poem, the therapist offers the following in the 
second meeting of Group Two:
Example 10 Communication of Personal Interpretation
Bob: Yeah. It's interesting because again, I've been with 

the poem longer and I choose not to give you my 
rendition of the poem at all, but the poem is not about 
the accident. The poem is a childhood poem for me.
And that is we ask young people to become adults
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prematurely. And then secondly it's also how frail you 
know we like to think that there's going to be a young 
time for us and a middle age for us and an old age for 
us but there's no guarantees. You know, just [snaps 
fingers] like that we're gone. And the poem always 
reminds me of protect the youth if we can. And also of 
the frailty with which we live. Not to the extent that 
I'm fearful all the time but I appreciate I guess the 
fact that we're here we should make the best (of it) we 
can because we start taking for granted later (I 
guess). And that poem reminds of those two things.
Similarly, in Group Three, the therapist chooses

"Reflections of a Suicide" to illustrate his interpretation
of the paradox in the poem and its implications? although
society has driven the speaker of the poem to attempt
suicide, he is not convinced that suicide itself is not just
another trick being played on him by society. That the
speaker chooses not to commit suicide implies that he has
actually beaten society at its own game. This is a rather
complex idea, but it is essential to the interpretation of
the poem if one is to see it in a positive light, and the
therapist must ensure that the group members understand it,
so that he does not inadvertently encourage their
contemplation of suicide: ^
Example 11 Communication of Personal Interpretation (Group 
Three, Week Four)
Gus: It was better that time I think I'm trying to

understand that second to last paragraph if you want to 
I'm trying to understand why he wants to commit suicide 
what it is about life that he hates.

Bob: I think the saddest thing that you're sure of is death 
and he says even death below me has become another 
mirror.

Val: And from that you can't escape.
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Bob: Yes, you think that that's the clearest,
Gus: I mean life has always escaped me there's no value to 

it there's no anything to it and you know I guess 
that's what he used to think was death was certain now 
he's realizing that no it's just another I don't quite 
see how he manages to come to that 

Bob: It's that or it's maybe suicide. See the fact that we 
have suicide the fact that people ponder it it could be 
just another mirror, another smoke screen.
The assertion of the therapist's own interpretation can

also be seen as a method of controlling the interaction
within the group, and may also be achieved through
decentering. This technique, along with the diagnostic and
suggestive functions of poetry will be discussed in the next
chapter.
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CHAPTER 4

TECHNIQUES OF CONVERSATIONAL CONTROL 
Control Techniques Used Bv The Therapist 

Interpretation was the technique used most often by the 
facilitator (a total of 20 times over Groups Two and Three), 
followed by direct suggestion (13 times in Group Two only) 
and concatenation (a total of 10 times over both groups) 
respectively. Decentering, a fourth category of control, 
also emerged during the data analysis, and was used 8 times 
over the two groups.
Interpretation

Examples 12 and 13 illustrate the use of interpretation 
by the therapist, in Example 10, the therapist successfully 
uses a metaphor to clarify for the patient what the patient 
is trying to express in the first meeting of Group Two: 
Example 12 Interpretation
Amy: It seems like affairs of the heart or I don't know that 

I would limit it to that but I don't know how else to 
say it.

Bob: No, that's fine.Amy: Are somehow so unreasonable and yet it seems that
within us there's a reason but we don't know why. A 
yearning maybe.

Bob: I have no control of my heart. I hate that.
Amy: Yes. I know it. [Laughs] Very true. Well said.

Example 13 illustrates the extension of a patient's
metaphor by the therapist in order to help the patient and
the others in the group grasp its implications. The
therapist stresses the elements of the cycle of Nature
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evident in the poem, which indicates something beyond human
control:
Example 13 Interpretation (Group Three, Week One)
Val: The part about nothing could have been different

whether they were wise or calm it happened anyway and 
the part that I like of it though is that even though 
this person died life does go on the Canada goose rise 
up spread out like a gray suede shirt and the cat sits 
and breathes on its watery blue fur. That would have 
happened with that person there or not and it just 
continues.Bob: Nature's cycle continues to work. It's interesting now 
you get the trees right away but then you get the trees 
again then you get the dry grass, Canada goose and then 
you get the cat and finally the sun completes the 
cycle, goes down.

Direct Suggestion
The facilitator also used the poems to make suggestions 

to the members of the groups. The suggestions were often 
general, making members aware of the necessity of stress and 
change to life, and of the importance of their relationships 
with others:
Example 14 Direct Suggestion (Group Two, Week Three)
Bob: Yeah the poem "Lament" always reminds me of how I treat 

people in the course of the day. We know we're all 
going to die but we don't think about that it terms of 
our relationships. Well we don't also think of the 
human needs that people have during the course of the 
day you know because no one knows what's going on 
subjectively with them and so forth. So now of course 
I'm sensitive to what Amy has said about telling people 
you care about them or giving them a hug. Especially 
if you felt like it and then you didn't.
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Concatenation

Further insight was offered to the patients by the 
facilitator's use of concatenation. It is important that 
the facilitator's insights be understood by the patient, but 
concatenation allows the patient to discover for him- or 
herself the message behind the metaphor, rather than being 
instructed directly. This technique is illustrated in 
Examples 15 and 16:
Example 15 Concatenation (Group Two, Week One)
Bob: No unicorns in your life, Amy?
Amy: Unfortunately Pam reminded me ( ) happily Pam is anidealist and so would I be unfortunately cruel reality 

shakes your idealism and so unicorns aren't quite as 
possible although still there because I still like 
them.

Bob: Yeah. Again, it takes a lot of work. Intellectually I 
know that life is either comedy or a tragedy. And 
you've really got to come down on the side of comedy 
but some days it's hard. But you really do have to 
come down on comedy. There's The Iliad and The 
Odyssey. The Iliad is tragedy. The Odyssey is not.
The Odyssey is not, because Odysseus gets home. Not 
without a lot of loss and travail.
The therapist is suggesting here that unfailing

optimism is hard to expect in life since even the best of
lives, or comedies, are full of loss and travail. A similar
line of thought is pursued in Example 16:
Example 16 Concatenation (Group Three, Week Four)
Bob: Even from a very early age I had seen it as a slot

machine that if everything comes up zero zero zero in a 
given time in your life at that point you can commit 
suicide but

Val: The conditions are ripe for it.
Bob: Yes, fortunately something clicks at the right time and
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we see a little modicum of light somewhere along the line but if you come up zero zero zero so many days in a row without some positive feedback then you have to 
die.
The suggestion made by the therapist here is that it 

takes only a very small amount of positive feedback from our 
environment to make us want to continue living, and that 
perhaps we are innately optimistic about life.
Decenterina

The final technique of conversational control observed 
in the groups is decentering. In poetry therapy, 
decentering can be used by the therapist to offer 
suggestions for behavior to a patient while embedding them 
in a patient's utterance. This is illustrated in Example 
17, an excerpt of a discussion of the quotation "Anxiety is 
the essential condition of intellectual and artistic 
creativity... and everything that is finest in human 
history":
Example 17 Decenterina (Group Two, Week Two)
Bob: Can you help Amy? What is that saying to you?
Ann: That there's tension and well anxiety that's a part of life. Like, I think of the movies. The big thing is 

solving he conflict in movies. And that's the thing 
that makes it interesting, and that's maybe what gives 
us our challenges and our creativity, you know, how are 
we going to solve this little problem. And that's what 
makes life human history so great is the creativity and 
that creativity and intellectual stuff that is 
basically spurred on by anxiety or conflict.

Bob: Anxiety becomes the fuel for intellectual and artistic 
endeavors and it should be a fuel for all of our life, 
but we see anxiety as something bad I think. It's got 
a bad rap. It's like trying to eliminate stress. Now,
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I don’t understand this, I have no expertise in it but 
it seems to me that stress is part of the human 
predicament. It’s with you always« To be living is to 
be under stress. Now how much stress is probably what 
we’re talking about. How much any of us can afford in 
a given day, given hour, given minute. Goes back to 
all the choices we have to make.
This quotation suggests to Ann that because conflict is

the basis of intellectual development, and because the
resolution of conflict requires creativity, conflict can be
seen as a positive force which furthers human wisdom. The
facilitator then expands Ann's argument in comparing anxiety
to stress, and in so doing introduces his own argument; Bob
takes ”anxiety" to mean "stress," and suggests to the group
members that stress is a part of our lives and that we have
to learn to live with it and control it rather than
eliminate it. This argument reduces the generalization
given by the quotation about human development to specific
advice on dealing with stress in our everyday lives.

Another illustration of the use of decentering by the
therapist can be seen in Example 18, an excerpt from a
discussion of "Horning of the Sad Women":
Example 18 Decenterino (Group Three, Week Four)
Gus: It sort of seems to me to be pining to a happier

childhood and no one’s making breakfast no oranges on a 
silver I think that's why I thought of Wellesley as 
well because you picture wealthy people well 
stereotyped Wellesley is sort of a lot of wealthy so I 
picture girls used to being pampered and beautiful 
homes with beautiful things and now they're in this 
dark cold...I’m a little bit ( ) on this "morning makes 
a poor companion when there's nowhere to go with it."
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You know not on one to go with in it but nowhere to go 
with it. It doesn’t quit it’s a little ( ) there.
It's not an image of wanting to be able to do something 
with someone in the morning it's wanting a companion in 
the morning is not a good one it's not the morning as a 
wide expansive thing it's a thing.

Bob: Precisely. Morning should be resurrection should be 
new life new chance new start, yeah.
Gus is trying to point out that the way the word

"morning" is used in the poem suggests that the morning is a
tangible thing rather than a period of time, but his
observations are rather obscure and give the therapist the
opportunity to replace Gus' argument with his own. In his
reply to Gus, Bob appears to be agreeing with Gus' remarks,
but he actually replaces Gus' observations with his own, and
argues that "morning" is associated with "mourning" in the
poem, negating its traditional connotations of resurrection
and rebirth.

Control Techniques Used bv Group Members 
Group members also used these Control techniques, but 

more selectively. In Group Two, direct suggestion was used 
7 times, and decentering once. There were no instances of 
these two techniques in Group Three, nor were there any 
clear instances of interpretation in either Group Two or 
Three. The technique employed by the group members most 
frequently was concatenation, used approximately 10 times by 
the members in each group.
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Concatenation

Example 19 illustrates the use of concatenation as Gus
tries to link ”Breakings," "Those Winter Sundays," and
"Young." Although the three poems are rather disparate, Gus
achieves a relationship between them by using concatenations
Example 19 Concatenation (Group Three, Week Three)
Bob: ... Do you see these two poems related to the poem 

"Young"? Find a link in that, Gus?
Gus: "Young" is might be when the little one is very little, 

little girl and you know the sort of just trust and you 
know and then this ["Breakings"] is sort of the 
adolescent you know and this ["Those Winter Sundays"] 
being the old age. This reminds me of a series of 
paintings I remember seeing by Thomas Cole? I don't 
know if you know him. He was in Washington D.C. the 
museum there it was the four sequences of life and one 
was just a newborn child and then it was early youth 
and the person thinking life was great ahead of them 
and then you know the middle age the crises and torment 
and then the (end of life). It sort of reminds me of 
that.
Interestingly, an association made by one group member

often led to further associations made by others, until the
discussion was removed from the original image in the poem
and a layering effect of meaning was achieved. This can be
seen in Example 20 as Ann and Amy discuss the line "And my
future is like a weed/ that pushes through the same bitter
dirt/ year after year" from "Finches"z
Example 20 Concatenation (Group Two, Week Two)
Bobt ...It depends on how much faith you put in "then maybe 

I should continue to live in confusion." How long one 
can wait as a weed. Because she does say that maybe I 
should continue to live in confusion. This poem do 
anything for you as far as articulating anything, Ann?
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Any new insights?

Anns I don't know I have this photograph that I call "Self
Portrait" that has this little weed coining through this crack of cracked dirt and it kind of reminds me of that 
photograph.

[ ° ° ° ]Bobs Yes.Anns And there’s just this some sense of hope about it you 
know that it does push up year after year and...there 
is some sort of hope.

Bobs Do you see hope, Amy, in that image?
Amys I don't know that I see hope in the image that you

described of the weed coming through the parched ground 
but it reminded me of a photograph that was in an 
advertisement that I saw so many years ago and I wished 
I would have torn it out of the magazine that I saw it 
because it was a very pretty flower I don’t know that 
it was a rose but it was a very pretty flower and it 
was coming through a crack in the cement in the 
sidewalk or driveway or something and all the picture 
was was this cement with a little crack in it and this 
very pretty flower growing out of it and it said 
something to the effect of "Good things come hard" and 
that's been imprinted in my mind ever since I saw it.
The use of concatenation by the group members here adds

depth to, and personalizes, the original image by offering
several subjective responses to it.
Direct Suggestion

Example 21 illustrates the use of suggestion by a group
member. It is interesting to note that Pam, like the
therapist, embeds her suggestion in metaphor %
Example 21 Direct Suggestion (Group Two, Week Two)
Pam: Oh, I was just listening. It struck me that she said 

not wanting to be a complicated person. I don't think 
we can help but be complicated people.Amy: That’s true.

Pam: It's nothing is ever simple. There is no path. I see 
life as a series of choices. Non-endind choices. Far 
many more

Bob: [Laughs] Than we want. Yes.
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Pam: choices than I want to deal with. .Bob: Yes, give me a break (at the end of) the day. Yeah. 
Pam: So I think in a way that's very wise if we can attempt 

to simplify. And I certainly agree that you have to be 
looking toward beauty looking for beauty in the 
simplest things. And I think also to be non-judgmental 
about what goes on around you. A simpler way of 
living.

Decenterina
Finally, Example 22 shows the single use of decentering 

by a group member that was observed in Groups Two and Three. 
Rather than offer a suggestion through decentering, as the 
therapist might, Amy uses this technique in the third 
meeting of Group Two to emphasize her own emotional state, 
her feelings of the futility of life:
Example 22 Decenterina
Bob: When it gets real black where there's not a positive 

peep sometimes you hold onto "this too will pass."
[Laughs.] Can get you through.

Amy: Unfortunately you learn that the good times they too 
pass. So that saying fits it.

The Interactive Process of Control
The following is an excerpt taken from the second 

meeting of Group Two. An analysis of the control techniques 
used in this discussion follows.
Example 23 Interactive Process of Control
001 Bob: ...This is "Finches." [Reads poem.] Penny for

your thoughts Pam.
002 Pam: I'm lost and I
003 Bob: That can happen. What are you feeling now? Don't

go for the cognition. Are you feeling anything?
004 Pam: You know I'm so distressed that I don't understand

(the poem)
005 Bob: Oh, okay. You're trying to understand it
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and...without understanding anything are you feeling anything Ann?Ann; I just feel kind of a sadness and a hopelessness.Bob; Yes. Sad, hopeless. Amy, are you feeling 
anything?Amy; This same thing the loss of her a feeling of no
real identity or purpose and not knowing who I am 
or why I'm here and have I made any difference and 
nothing really seems to matter I'm just another 
person in the masses meaningless without 
definition.

Bob; Meaningless without definition. Any of the 
phrases strike you at all, Pam?

Pam; Well from the sound, "and my future is like a weed 
that pushes through the same bitter dirt year 
after year"

Bob; What do you make of that?
Pam; That she doesn't see her future as being I think 

I'm it sounds as though this might be about loss 
of relationship actually a divorce. It just seems 
as though she has a name that is no longer her 
name and then she's confused about where she's 
going and

Bob; Read the first part of the poem.
Pam; "I am a word in a foreign language but I don't 

know what the word is so I sit here quietly, an 
alien to my name."

Bob; What do you make of that? Anyone ever feel that 
way?

Amy; Yes, I was just going to say I feel like that 
sometimes.

Bob; Read the same passage, Amy.
Amy; "I am a word in a foreign language but I don't 

know what the word is so I sit here quietly, an 
alien to my name."

Bob; I believe you. Anything in the poem strike you 
Ann now?

Ann; The first part you know "I am a word in a foreign 
language but I don't know what the word is" I 
think that gets to me too to be so alienated from 
your own self that you don't know who to call 
yourself.

Bob; "Around me, the hedges rustle. Finches settle on 
the roof" we call these things hedges we call 
those birds finches. They're something. "Unaware 
that nothing has changed." I'm reminded now of 
the idea of change that Pam talked about, 
potential change. Here she says change that the 
field has been plowed again, holding the seeds
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inside it like a secret. How many times has the 
field been plowed, how many times has the field 
been planted, how many times have the fields 
brought harvest while this person sits.

022 Amy: Well it kind of makes me feel like you know whenwe make new resolutions to ourselves and we would 
plow that field again and plant new seeds and say 
now from now on I'm going to do it this way or I'm 
going to change this or that in my life and yet 
it's like New Year's resolutions that don't seem 
to quite ever grow and bear fruit but we keep 
trying.

023 Bob: Keep plowing. That's a good statement. That's a
keeper = "It would be my name in another 
language." The idea of not even being in a place that is your language I mean that's how 
foreign...Yeah. "Uttered like a prayer for rain, 
the rain that is falling beyond me in another 
country" there it is again "the clouds drifting 
toward another year" What do you make of that 
then? She's asking the same. "Now the finches 
scatter all at once. There is a connection 
between myself and their cries: If bird cries, or 
shadows, or too many barns on a hillside are 
confusion, then maybe I should continue to live in 
confusion." Anything happening there for you?

024 Amy: Well I see many birds flying up in a like all
these birds are sitting in a tree or seagulls on 
the ocean on the beach and all of a sudden 
something happens to startle them and they all fly 
away and it might look as though it's confusion 
and I feel like this person is relating their 
inner confusion to the confusion of all these 
birds

025 Bob: Yes026 Amy: Being startled by something then flying hither and
yon. There is a connection between that and

027 Bob: Between the bird cry and her cry? Pam says yes?
028 Pam: I was thinking it seems to go from hope to

resignation to hopelessness as it goes down.
029 Bob: Yes. It depends on how much faith you put in

"then maybe I should continue to live in 
confusion." How long one can wait as a weed. 
Because she does say that maybe I should continue 
to live in confusion. This poem do anything for 
you as far as articulating anything, Ann? Any new insights?

030 Ann: I don't know I have this photograph that I call
"Self Portrait" that has this little weed coming
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through this crack of cracked dirt and it kind of 
reminds me of that photograph...And there's just 
this some sense of hope about it you know that it 
does push up year after year and...there is some 
sort of hope.

Bob: Do you see hope Amy in that image?
Amy: I don't know that I see hope in the image that you 

described of the weed coming through the parched 
ground but it reminded me of a photograph that was 
in an advertisement that I saw so many years ago 
and I wished I would have torn it out of the 
magazine that I saw it because it was a very 
pretty flower I don't know that it was a rose but 
it was a very pretty flower and it was coming 
through a crack in the cement in the sidewalk or 
driveway or something and all the picture was was 
this cement with a little crack in it and this 
very pretty flower growing out of it and it said 
something to the effect of "Good things come hard" 
and that's been imprinted in my mind ever since I 
saw it. And so I was kind of relating that to I 
thought it was interesting that you would call 
that a self portrait and I was thinking about all 
those things. I don't think you're a weed.

Ann: Oh. Weeds are nice. [Laughs]
Bob: Do you see any hope in the poem, Pam?
Pam: Yes, I do.
Bob: Three for hope. Good. Not that we're keeping

score. [Laughs.] You may want to take a look at 
this poem also, "Finches." Some of the ideas are 
somewhat disparate though I find it I've been with 
the poem longer they seem to fit as best. Clearly the idea of perception is gone "But now it’s as if 
the dusk doesn't have meaning anymore." She can 
name it. Dusk that still has no meaning. "And my 
future is like a weed that pushes through the same 
bitter dirt year after year." But at least it’s 
pushing.

Amy: I get a feeling like this person is older.
Bob: Sure. Anything that tips it? Doesn’t have to. 

Yeah. I think any time we become confused at my 
old age I have to write things down because I get 
confused easily about where am I now? I need a 
compass. Where am I supposed to be, where am I 
coming from and so forth. And most of the time 
it's hard to articulate that. Poets articulate 
that which is ineffable, that which can’t be 
articulated. And this is articulating something 
that we've maybe all been close to but it's hard
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to put it to words. And again images may work for the poet may not work for us. Something about here I am there are the finches, there's the 
plowed field, there's the rain, there's something. 
Nature just is it seems to me but human beings 
they have to have names and things like that.

After reading "Finches" aloud to the group, Bob begins 
discussion by asking for the group members' "feelings" about 
the poem. Although this question does not imply that the 
patients discuss themselves in relation to the poem, this is 
how they tend to respond. Notice the contrast between the 
group members responses to Bob's question; Pam refers to the 
speaker as "she," and attempts to construct the poet's 
reason for writing the poem (line 12), while Ann and Amy 
discusses their reactions to the poem using the first person 
in lines 6 and 8. Amy's personal response here ("...not 
knowing who I am or why I'm here and have I made any 
difference...") emphasizes her feelings of futility, and 
this is underscored in line 16 when she explicitly 
acknowledges these feelings in response to Bob's more direct 
query. Ann's response ("I just feel kind of a sadness and a 
hopelessness") indicates a personal mood which is emphasized 
in her use of concatenation in line 30; the fact that she 
titles this image of a weed breaking through cracked dirt 
"Self-Portrait" suggests that she is feeling sad and 
hopeless.

Concatenation is used several times by the group
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members (lines 22, 30, and 32), and each of these metaphors 
compares something hopeful to something hopeless. For
example, Amy compares the planting of seeds to New Year's

(

resolutions both have the potential for growth but 
resolutions never seem to "grow and bear fruit" even though 
we keep trying. However, the way that these images are 
interpreted by the group is mediated by the therapist.

Notice that all three group members initially respond 
to the poem with feelings of hopelessness (Ann,1 line 6? Amy, 
line 8i Pam, line 28) but that the discussion ends with all 
three agreeing that there is some sense of hope to the poem. 
The facilitator is instrumental to this change in mood. In 
line 21 Bob refers to an earlier assertion by Pam where she 
suggests that life is a series of choices, and whether we 
succeed in life depends on whether "we make the choice and 
get on with it"; in line 23 he emphasizes that even though 
New Year's resolutions never seem to do any good, we still 
keep trying; and in lines 36 and 38 he points out that the 
even though the speaker of the poem cannot name herself, she 
can find solace in Nature because it just is and requires no 
assistance in continuing its cycle of death and rebirth.

"Finches" is not necessarily a poem which comforts its 
readers by describing the inevitable cycle of life. 
Nevertheless, as the group members offer personal metaphors 
in response to the poem, and indicate that they, like the
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speaker, feel sad and meaningless, the therapist counters 
these assertions by pointing out the sense of hope that it 
also part of their metaphors» Group members also offer 
encouragement to each other, particularly Amy who responds 
to Ann's description of her "Self-Portrait" with an 
extension of the metaphor and a supportive statement in line
32.
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CHAPTER 5 
DISCUSSION

This study addressed three basic questions regarding 
interactional control and the use of metaphor in poetry 
therapy. First, what are the communication functions that 
poetry performs in group poetry therapy, between therapist 
and patient and between patient and patient? Second, what 
are the techniques of control used by the poetry therapist 
and by the poetry therapy patient? Third, what is the 
relationship between the techniques of control used by the 
poetry therapist and those used by the poetry therapy 
patient?

Results of this study indicate that poetry serves three 
major functions in poetry therapy, First, poetry serves 
expressive functions; patients use poetry to express their 
own current and persistent emotional states to others in the 
group and to the therapist. Patients also use poetry to 
indicate feelings of discontinuity with the thoughts 
expressed in the poetry. Second, poetry serves informative 
functions; patients make connections between events in their 
lives and the events in the poem, thus providing the 
therapist and other group members with important information 
about themselves. Third, poetry serves didactic functions; 
the therapist uses poetry in the groups to present a 
particular theme or idea to the group members.
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It seems, then, that it is not something inherent to 

poetic discourse that is responsible for the success of 
poetry as a communication tool in therapy, as some argue 
(Crootof, 1969; Silverman, 1988 for example), but rather how 
this discourse is used by therapists and patients. The 
relationships that patients and the therapist form between 
themselves and the poetry is of primary importance.

Patients identify with poems that express what they are 
feeling, and a poem may be able to explain on its own this 
state of mind to the therapist and to other group members. 
The responsibility for self-expression is thus removed from 
the patient, since he or she can turn to the concise 
language of a poem as an expression of his or her feelings 
when he or she feels incapable of or unwilling to articulate 
them. Indeed, in their debriefing interview, Amy and Ann 
both suggested that it was easier for them to describe their 
feelings when they were able to use the poetry as a point of 
departure, and that by expressing themselves through the 
poetry the group members created a feeling of group intimacy 
and purpose among themselves. The majority of the group 
members relied on the expressive function of poetry 
throughout the workshops, and some, such as Amy, became more 
adept at expressing themselves as the group continued.
Those group members who used the poetry to give information 
about themselves during the initial meetings of the groups
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tended to use poetry to communicate their feelings in later 
meetings. This shift, though relatively minor, may be due 
not only to the therapist's focus on how the patients "felt" 
about the poetry, but also to group pressures to conform to 
this preferred method of self-expression.

If patients are relieved of the responsibility to 
express themselves in the group, however, the therapist must 
be capable of determining not only poetic meaning, but also 
how a patient will react to a given poem. If a patient 
cannot relate to the chosen poem, and if the therapist is 
unable to help him or her see the importance of the poem, 
the patient will gain little from the therapy. Leedy's 
(1969b) "isoprinciple" suggests that poems used for therapy 
be selected according to how closely they relate to the 
patient's predominant mood, as long as the poems do not 
encourage feelings of hopelessness, guilt or suicide. This 
notion seems sensible enough, but disregards the possibility 
that the therapist and the patient will interpret a poem in
different ways, and should not in itself be seen as
■ ■ / ■

sufficient guidance for a poetry therapist.
As expected, interpretation, concatenation, and direct 

suggestion, conversational techniques observed in 
psychotherapy case studies by Labov and Fanshel (1977) and 
Pollio and Barlow (1975) were used by the poetry therapist. 
Decentering emerged from the data as an additional technique
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used by the therapist. Poetry therapy patients employed 
concatenation, direct suggestion and decentering, but less 
frequently. These four techniques thus form a typology of 
conversational control techniques utilized fully by the 
poetry therapist and used tentatively by patients in group 
poetry therapy.

Possible reasons for the relative absence of these 
conversational control techniques in the patients’ discourse 
may be found in interviews with the patients themselves. In 
one of the group discussions, the therapist asked each group 
member to interpret what another had said about a quotation 
or poetic phrase. In the group’s debriefing interview, Ann 
recalled this session and pointed out how uncomfortable she 
felt at having to explain what another group member was 
trying to say. Additionally, Pam and Sue, the only two 
group members to employ direct suggestion, tended to aim 
these suggestions at Amy, with whom both had established 
personal relationships outside of the group. This seems to 
confirm the implicit expectations patients have about the 
therapeutic context? conversational techniques such as 
interpretation and direct suggestion overtly control the 
therapeutic discourse, and group members seem to expect, or 
at least to accept, their use by the therapist while 
regarding them as somewhat inappropriate for themselves. 
Subsequently, group members tended to rely on concatenation,
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thjs most subtle of these techniques because of its 
similarity to metaphor.

Although different methods for controlling the group 
discussions were used by both the therapist and the 
patients, group members did not perceive themselves or the 
therapist as controlling the interaction. In fact, most 
commented on the lack of constraint apparent in the 
discussions and felt comfortable knowing that their feelings 
about the poetry were not subject to criticism. 
Interestingly, this sense of freedom is what actually 
controls the therapeutic discourse. Although the group 
members were not overtly pressured to self-disclose, they 
tended to associate themselves with the poetry in ways which 
indicated their predominant emotional states and underlying 
concerns. The therapist, in turn, was able to guide the 
patients toward positive prosocial states of mind by using 
these associations.

In group poetry therapy, then, the pressure placed on 
patients to conform to prosocial behaviors is twofold. The 
therapist sets out guidelines for the group members by 
emphasizing that they focus on their feelings about the 
poetry, rather than their intellectual responses to it. The 
therapist is then able to guide the patients by extending 
their emotional responses to the poetry through 
interpretation, concatenation, decentering and direct
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suggestion. The group members, in turn, acknowledge the 
therapist's guidelines and pressure others in the group to 
conform to this preferred method of communication. There 
are limits to the extent of group pressure, however. While 
the therapist uses all four of the conversational control 
techniques outlined above, group members exert their 
influence by selecting and using the more subtle of these 
techniques. The outcomes of this pressure are positive; all 
group members viewed the groups as being successful, and 
reported that the group helped to deal with their emotions 
and to communicate more openly with others.
Suggestions for Further Research

First, the typology of conversational control 
techniques described here needs to be confirmed through 
additional studies of therapeutic discourse. This study 
indicates that the conversational techniques used by 
therapists in individual therapy and outlined by Labov and 
Fanshel (1977) are also used in group therapy, and by 
patients as well as the therapist. In addition, it is clear 
that other techniques, such as decentering, are used to 
control therapeutic discourse, and these need to be 
identified and closely studied.

Second, the use of metaphor as a communication tool 
should be extended beyond poetry therapy. It is possible 
that the principles and conversational techniques used in
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poetry therapy can be extended from psychotherapy to other 
areas of communication counselling, from student-teacher 
interactions to problems encountered in organizational 
communication. In situations where a social hierarchy 
exists between interactants, the use of poetic discourse may 
allow for interactional control to be temporarily equalized, 
giving each interactant power to express him- or herself 
more confidently, and facilitating the correction of 
existing communication problems. Further research in this 
area can determine the feasibility and benefits of such an 
effort.
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APPENDIX A

Poems Used in the Poetry Therapy Groups 
Ars Poetica?

I have always aspired to a more spacious form that would be free from the claims of poetry or prose 
and would let us understand each other without exposing 
the author or reader to sublime agonies.
In the very essence of poetry there is something indecent: 
a thing is brought forth which we didn't know we had in us, 
so we blink our eyes, as if a tiger had sprung out 
and stood in the light, lashing his tail.
That's why poetry is rightly said to be dictated by a 

daimonion,though it's an exaggeration to maintain that he must be an 
angel.

It's hard to guess where that pride of poets comes from, 
when so often they're put to shame by the disclosure of 

their frailty.
What reasonable man would like to be a city of demons, 
who behave as if they were at home, speak in many tongues, 
and who, not satisfied with stealing his lips or hand, 
work at changing his destiny for their convenience?
It's true that what is morbid is highly valued today, 
and so you may think that I am only joking 
or that I've devised just one more means 
of praising Art with the help of irony.
There was a time when only wise books were read 
helping us to bear our pain and misery.
This, after all, is not quite the same
as leafing through a thousand works fresh from psychiatric 

clinics.
And yet the world is different from what it seems to be 
and we are other than how we see ourselves in our ravings. 
People therefore preserve silent integrity 
thus earning the respect of their relatives and neighbors.
The purpose of poetry is to remind us
how difficult it is to remain just one person,
for our house is open, there are no keys in the doors,
and invisible guests come in and out at will.
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What I'm saying here is not, I agree, poetry, 
as poems should be written rarely and reluctantly, 
under unbearable duress and only with the hope 
that good spirits, not evil ones, choose us for their 

instrument.
(Czeslaw Milosz)

Finches
I am a word in a foreign language, 
but I don't know what the word is, 
so I sit here quietly, 
an alien to my name.
Around me, the hedges rustle.
Finches settle on the roof, 
unaware that nothing has changed, 
that the field has been plowed again, 
holding the seeds inside it like a secret. 
And if there were a secret to be told, 
it would be my name in another language, 
uttered like a prayer for rain, 
the rain that is falling beyond me 
in another country, the clouds drifting 
toward another year.
Now the finches scatter all at once.
There is a connection 
between myself and their cries:
If bird cries, or shadows, 
or too many barns on a hillside 
are confusion,
then maybe I should continue 
to live in confusion.
But now it's as if the dusk doesn't have meaning anymore.
And my future is like a weed
that pushes through the same bitter dirt
year after year.

(Marcia Southwick)



Lament
Someone is dead. '
Even the trees know it,
those poor old dancers who come on lewdly, 
all pea-green scarfs and spine pole.
I think...
I think I could have stopped it, 
if I'd been as firm as a nurse 
or noticed the neck of the driver 
as he cheated the crosstown lights; 
or later in the evening, 
if I'd held my napkin over my mouth.
I think I could...if I'd been different, or wise, or calm,
I think I could have charmed the table, 
the stained dish or the hand of the dealer. 
But it's done.
It's all used up.There's no doubt about the trees 
spreading their thin feet into the dry grass 
A Canada goose rides up, 
spread out like a gray suede shirt, 
honking his nose into the March wind.
In the entryway a cat breathes calmly 
into her watery blue fur.
The supper dishes are over and the sun 
unaccustomed to anything else 
goes all the way down.



Morning of the Sad Women
Morning holds its mirror 
to the window, the women 
wake to their own reflections, 
fall into loneliness deeper 
than the night they rose from.
They reach for housecoats, 
brush the tangles from their hair 
as if there were a chance 
of meeting someone in the hall.
If it is winter, the rooms are dark.
Clocks count heartbeats 
in the flow of bedside lamps.
Albums hold their secrets 
in dresser drawers, press 
the photographs so thin 
there is little left of them.
Downstairs no one is making breakfast, 
no one brings oranges on a silver tray. 
Morning makes a poor companion 
when there is nowhere to go with it, 
when it repeats the same 
conversations across the narrow table 
over and over without end.
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"Out, Out, — "

The buzz-saw snarled and rattled in the yard
And made dust and dropped stove-length sticks of wood,
Sweet-scented stuff when the breeze drew across it.
And from there those that lifted eyes could count 
Five mountain ranges one behind the other 
Under the sunset far into Vermont.
And the saw snarled and rattled, snarled and rattled. 
As it ran light, or had to bear a load.
And nothing happened: day was all but done.
Call it a day, I wish they might have said 
To please the boy by giving him the half hour 
That a boy counts so much when saved from work.
His sister stood beside them in her apron 
To tell them "Supper." At the word, the saw.
As if to prove saws knew what supper meant.
Leaped out at the boy’s hand, or seemed to leap —
He must have given the hand. However it was.
Neither refused the meeting. But the hand!
The boy's first outcry was a rueful laugh.
As he swung toward them holding up the hand
Half in appeal, but half as if to keep
The life from spilling. Then the boy saw all —
Since he was old enough to know, big boy 
Doing a man’s work, though a child at heart —
He saw all spoiled. "Don’t let him cut my hand off —  
The doctor, when he.comes. Don’t let him, sister!"
So. But the hand was gone already.
The doctor put him in the dark of ether.
He lay and puffed his lips out with his breath.
And then —  the watcher at his pulse took fright.
No one believed. They listened at his heart.
Little —  less —  nothing! — and that ended it.
No more to build on there. And they, since they 
Were not the one dead, turned to their affairs.

(Robert Frost)
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Reflections of a Suicide

hereat the edge of the bridge 
I stand
the cold steel railing my only support 
(for living things abandoned me)
I look down on the water
and turn away with a bitter laugh
below
I see blazing city lights 
reflected in the dark waters 
the reds, yellows and greens 
dance on the waves 
like luminescent puppets 
without strings
this lifewith its mirrors and deceptions 
has always escaped me 
and noweven the death below me 
has become another mirror 
and I
merely another reflection
I would rather live 
than deceive myself again

(Einhard Kluge)



Reflections on a Gift of Watermelon Pickle Received 
From a Friend Called Felicity

During that summerWhen unicorns were still possible;
When the purpose of knees 
Was to be skinned;
When shiny horse chestnuts 

(Hollowed out 
Fitted with straws 
Crammed with tobacco 
Stolen from butts 
In family ashtrays)

Were puffed in green lizard silence 
While straddling thick branches 
Far above and away 
From the softening effects 
Of civilization;
During that summer —Which may never have been at all;
But which has become more real 
Than the one that was ■—
Watermelons ruled.
Thick pink imperial slices
Melting frigidly on sun-parched tongues
Dribbling from chins;
Leaving the best part,
The black bullet seeds,
To be spit out in rapid fire 
Against the wall 
Against the wind 
Against each other;
And when the ammunition was spent,
There was always another bite:
It was a summer of limitless bites.
Of hungers quickly felt
And quickly forgotten
With the next careless gorging.
The bites are fewer now.
Each one is savored lingeringly,
Swallowed reluctantly.
But in a jar put up by Felicity,
The summer which maybe never was 
Has been captured and preserved.
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And when we unscrew the lid 
And slice off a piece 
And let it linger on our tongue: 
Unicorns become possible again.

(John Tobias)
Victory in Defeat

Defeat may serve as well as victory 
to shake the soul and let the glory out.
When the great oak is straining in the wind 
the boughs drink in new beauty, and the trunk 
Sends down a deeper root on the windward side. 
Only the soul that knows the mighty grief 
Can know the mighty rapture. Sorrows come 
To stretch out spaces in the heart for joy.

(Edwin Markham)

i
j



Young
A thousand doors ago 
when I was a lonely kid 
in a big house with four 
garages and it was summer 
as long as I could remember,
I lay on the lawn at night, 
clover wrinkling under me, the wise stars bedding over me, 
my mother's window a funnel 
of yellow heat running out, 
my father's window, half shut, 
an eye where sleepers pass, 
and the boards of the house 
were smooth and white as wax 
and probably a million leaves 
sailed on their strange stalks 
as the crickets ticked together 
and I, in my brand new body, 
which was not a woman's yet, 
told the stars my questions 
and though God could really see 
the heat and the painted light, elbows, knees, dreams, goodnight.
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