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CONNECTING

Creative Reading: Using Poetic Inquiry 
in Research and Teaching

Clancy Ratliff, with Abdullah-Al-Musayeb, Barja Islam,  
Mithila Mumtaz, Rosol Otear, Simon Richard,  

Noah Smith, Nuzhat Tarannum, and Allyssa Veney

All writing is autobiography.

—Donald Murray

I likely would not have experimented with poetic inquiry if I hadn’t had two specific 
career experiences. The first was working with a graduate student whose thesis I 

was directing. His project argued for a genre-based approach to writing center tutoring. 
He proposed that writing centers keep repositories on-site of samples of many genres: 
grant proposals, cover letters, and more (still a good idea, I say). As I gave him feedback on 
chapter drafts, I reflected on the circulation of different genres of writing around me, and 
I realized that my mailbox is a genre box. Inspired by his genre repository idea, I decided 
to build my own genre repository. Close to a decade ago, I started saving what a lot of us 
call junk mail: mainly fundraising letters from nonprofit organizations, but also annual 
reports, push cards from electoral campaigns, legislative updates from congressional rep-
resentatives, and legal dockets from advocacy groups with court cases pending. I receive 
at least a dozen pieces of mail a month from a variety of nonprofits on issues I care about: 
on feminism, civil liberties, fighting gun violence, addressing food insecurity, protecting 
animals, and climate action. I started collecting these genres, and I now have boxes of 
them. For years, I didn’t know what I would do with them, but I was certain I would find 
a way to use them for my research. 

The second of these career experiences was serving as co-editor of Peitho, the journal 
of the Coalition of Feminist Scholars in the History of Rhetoric and Composition. As I 
began the editing work, I read all the back issues of the journal, including many articles 
I hadn’t read when those issues were first published. One of them was “From Resilience 
to Resistance: Repurposing Faculty Writers’ Survival Strategies” by Sandra Tarabochia, 
which introduced me to poetic inquiry. Tarabochia interviewed faculty members about 
their writing practices and created data poems from the transcripts. A few months later, 
I realized: that’s what I could do with the letters from nonprofits. I did more reading 
about poetic inquiry as a method, particularly work by Sandra Faulkner, including her 
book Poetic Inquiry: Craft, Method and Practice. My process of creating data poems 
from nonprofits’ donor letters is similar to how Tarabochia describes composing her 
data poems:

Because I was interested in exploring resilience, I paid particular attention to 
lines that captured adversity or faculty responses to adversity. I whittled down 
the file to the most poignant or impactful lines, the ones that provoked a bodily 
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reaction in me, and those that chillingly captured the essence of what I’d heard 
from other participants. Next, I grouped the lines that spoke to each other 
and chose lines to title those groups. Finally, I arranged the lines within each 
group into stanzas that addressed different aspects of the topic or communi-
cated a feeling.

Through the process of poetic inquiry, Tarabochia arrives at a clearer understanding of 
what resilience means for faculty writers. She finds that resilience is constructed (based 
on narratives about adversity and resilience), nonlinear (not a clean progression from 
non-resilience to strong resilience), and discursive (situated in neoliberal discourses 
about academia). 

 Researching with Poetic Inquiry

This essay is a reflection on my ongoing foray into poetic inquiry, a relatively new method 
situated in arts-based research (ABR), and how we might use such methodology in the 
classroom with students to promote their creative relationship to language and help 
them learn about the everyday discourses they encounter. Poetic inquiry has been prac-
ticed for about twenty years, but it still isn’t a widely recognized method that would, for 
example, be included in a seminar about research methods. Poetic inquiry is a process 
of creating data poems from a corpus of text, often from transcripts of interviews with 
research participants. There is poetic transcription, which hews closer to the original 
text in the corpus and retains its syntax, but poetic inquiry can also encompass taking 
more creative liberties with the text. Regardless of the approach, poetic inquiry should 
be both good research and good poetry. I think poetic inquiry can be used pedagogically 
as well. In a previous issue of JAEPL, Mariya Deykute argues for poetic inquiry’s value 
for students who are studying sciences; she makes a persuasive case for teaching creative 
writing alongside and integrated with degree programs in the sciences. Deykute observes 
that “The pathetic appeal of poetry is not, contrary to how it may be perceived, a weak-
ness and should not be excluded from our understanding of science and its communi-
cation…learning is enhanced when the content is connected to the emotional human 
core of the learner and that the objectivity of scientific communication or thought can 
benefit from consideration of the emotional core forming human associations with facts 
and discoveries” (35). Poetry connects. The focus of my essay is sharing my own journey 
with poetic inquiry, the data poems that my students and I have composed, and why I 
think poetic inquiry can be a powerful tool for engaging with texts. 

I have written about using poetic inquiry to study abortion rights rhetoric, includ-
ing data poems from letters by feminist nonprofits (Ratliff, “’We Won’t Back Down’”), 
and I’m working on a larger project using poetic inquiry to analyze the environmental 
rhetoric in letters from environmentalist advocacy organizations. The data poems I’m 
sharing here are my first efforts, when I was practicing the method. What follows are 
two of my data poems: one on hunger and food insecurity using letters from food aid 
nonprofits, and one on veterans and the issues they face using letters from veterans’ 
advocacy organizations. The original letters that serve as the source text for these data 
poems are included as an appendix.
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The Hunger Poem (letters from Second Harvest South Louisiana, 
Christian Appalachian Project, and Catholic Charities of Acadiana)

Holidays should be a time of joy and plenty
no one in our community should go hungry
Unimaginable hardship and hopelessness
the need for food has skyrocketed
far too much for them to bear

This extremely difficult holiday season
feed children in South Louisiana.
Hurricanes Laura and Delta
Those who cannot rebound on their own
Those who suffer under the burden of multiple disasters

A can of beans, a loaf of bread, a bag of rice
pleading eyes of worried parents and their children
Anything to feed their little ones
Fill empty plates with nutritious food

Another holiday of historic hunger

The Veterans Poem (letters from the Wounded Warrior Project, 
Operation VetCare, and Veterans of Foreign Wars)

Wounded veterans who have returned from Iraq and Afghanistan can’t wait
More than 413,800 military veterans have experienced a traumatic brain injury
Veterans who suffer in silence
A military family that’s facing a crisis
The invisible wounds of war
Terrorized night and day by the horror of post-traumatic stress
You can’t “see” the nightmares or sleeplessness

An improvised explosive device detonated
Third-degree burns
More than 70 painful surgeries
Months in a coma
Nerve damage

$11 million in emergency assistance
Make sure spouses and children receive the survivor benefits they need and de-
serve
Services in mental health, career counseling, and long-term rehabilitative care 
change lives
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Many patients do not receive visitors
Help from kind friends brings relief and hope
Financial, emotional, and physical challenges
Make a home repair
Mow the grass
Simply stay and chat
We are honored to assist our wounded warriors

What my own experimentation with poetic inquiry has helped me understand is the 
creative potential in reading. I already understood the conventions of the donor letter 
genre: the typical formula is that the organization presents the current dire conditions, 
but they stop short of claiming that the situation is hopeless. They point to gains their 
organization has made and ways they have intervened: lawsuits, or helping people by 
providing food or other aid. They tell readers that their financial contributions make this 
work possible and urge them to donate. However, when I created data poems from the 
letters, I was able to read letters from multiple organizations focused on one cause (for 
example, reproductive justice) and think about the common themes. For abortion rights 
nonprofits, that included conditions at clinics, Supreme Court justices, and the Global 
Gag Rule, among other themes, and I was able to think creatively and generatively about 
combining phrases from across the letters into poems. I created a new interlocutor: the 
speaker of the data poem. The speaker of the poem is not I, Clancy Ratliff, or the writ-
ers of the letters, but a new textual persona. I arranged the phrases into lines and stanzas 
for aesthetic and emotional impact. 

Teaching with Poetic Inquiry

Admittedly, I have only used poetic inquiry once so far in my teaching. Still, I think it 
has great potential to be an engaging activity to facilitate critical reading for students. 
Reading has regained the attention of rhetoric and composition scholars in recent years, 
with a 2021 position statement from the Conference on College Composition and Com-
munication on the role of reading in college writing classes, a special issue of Teaching 
English in the Two-Year College on reading in open-access institutions, and a new book 
about the history of reading in writing studies (Horning). Poetic inquiry reading activi-
ties could be integrated into a writing class using an I do, we do, you do procedure: the 
instructor briefly introduces poetic inquiry and demonstrates creating a data poem from 
a previously assigned reading in the class, then the class reviews an assigned reading and 
creates a poem together, and finally, individual students do their own data poems from 
sections of an assigned reading. Howard Tinberg writes about a similar activity he has 
done in class: bringing one copy of Martin Luther King Jr.’s “Letter from Birmingham 
Jail” to class, putting students in groups of three or four students each, and giving one 
or two pages of King’s letter to each group. He asks students to read the page aloud and 
then answer the questions: “Which passages draw you ‘in’? Which passages push you 
‘out’?” (229). Students then underline and annotate these passages on their page, discuss 
reasons they felt drawn in or pushed out, and then Tinberg has them share their find-
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ings with the class, from the first page to the last. Poetic inquiry would take this process 
a step further by assembling the passages into poems.

This semester, I am teaching a cross-listed undergraduate/graduate course in ancient 
rhetoric. As an in-class activity, I had students compose poems from Isocrates’s “Against 
the Sophists.” I first gave them some background about poetic inquiry and showed them 
some of my data poems, and then I asked them to take fifteen minutes and create a poem 
with phrases from “Against the Sophists,” which was the reading for that day. I did the 
activity with them, and here is my poem:

They Are Sophists

They say they have no need for money
They pretend to know the future
They have no concern for the truth
They themselves are so senseless
They have a poor understanding
They promise to teach lawcourt skills
They say that the science of speeches is like teaching the alphabet 

I explained to students that I noticed the many “they” statements in Isocrates’s text and 
figured I would try assembling them into a poem. I asked students to share their poems, 
clarifying that it was voluntary and they should only share if they were comfortable 
doing so. These are their data poems from “Against the Sophists”:

If Only

by Mithila Mumtaz

If only they had spoken the truth,
If only they’d avoided ill repute,
If only they would cease pretension—
For no one knows the truth.
Even gods, at times, are left in doubt,
Yet they are bold,
Persuading youth, the so-called ‘old.’
They promise them the lie—
Money, the concern for which they cry.

Beneath the Letters

by Rosol Otear

They say they don’t care for riches,
but they stretch their hands for gold.
They offer wisdom, claim to know the way,
but they know none 
They demand,
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but do not practice what they preach
They speak of trust, 
but distrust the very ones they mold? 
They liken speech to letters learned, 
but they know not that the truth lies beneath the letters?

Isocrates and the Sophists

by Noah Smith

Who would not hate and despise…those who spend their time in disputes,
Pretending to seek the truth but from the beginning of their lessons to lie,
They say they have no need for money,
And they deposit the fees from their students with men whom they have nev-
er taught,
I am amazed when I see these men claiming students for themselves, 
using an ordered art as a model for creative activity - 
Propriety and originality none of these requirements extend to letters - 
They themselves need such instruction
I think it is reasonable to despise such pursuits, idle and trivial, not a cultivation 
of the soul

Unmasking the Sophists

by Barja Islam

Sophists promise wisdom, but are they aware?
They are teaching virtues while greed is showing the flare.
With hollow rhetoric, they lead us astray.
And impart grand knowledge in exchange for pay.
So let us reflect on what is right
And seek pure wisdom in the light,
For those who teach; must first be Just!
In virtue and wisdom, we place our trust.
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On Against the Sophists 

by Allyssa Veney

Who can fail to abhor their attempts to deceive us?
Not ashamed to hold their hands out to their disciples,
They require the opposite of what they preach.
          Is it not absurd that they are blind to inconsistencies? 
           The teacher must set an example not found in others. 

The Masters of False Goods

by Abdullah-Al-Musayeb

Their ‘greater promises’
are ‘lessons to lie’.
They ‘persuade the young’
that ‘knowledge’ brings happiness
for just ‘three or four minas’
And thus become ‘masters of great goods’.

Shadows of Sophists

by Nuzhat Tarannum

Pedagogues who express veracity,
Never express a loss of prosperity.
Those who boast without care,
Their wiser thoughts are not near.
Those who deceive with argues and claims,
Pretend the truth but tamper it in a frame.

Stolen Wisdom

by Simon Richard

They say education is the only way,
yet only want their money.
They speak enough truth for us to listen,
then shower us with lies. 
“You will be a failure without college.”
As if student debt doesn’t exist
Reform! Reform! Reform!

After we composed and shared these poems in class, I asked students if they had any 
impressions or questions about poetic inquiry. Their responses were interesting. One stu-
dent had a question about how strict the guidelines are for creating data poems: do the 
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lines in the poems have to be the exact words in the source text, or is there flexibility? I 
explained that poetic inquiry is as much about good poetry as it is about good research, 
and scholars who use it often make slight changes to wording, grammar, and syntax to 
make a data poem better, as long as the meaning is intact, and that lines in a data poem 
don’t have to go in order of appearance in the source text. Another student observed 
that poetic inquiry is a way to approach the text in a more nonlinear way. He said that 
it was interesting to take phrases from toward the end of the text and put them at the 
beginning of a data poem (and phrases from the beginning of the source text at the end 
of the data poem) to see if the argument is different. 

We remember Murray’s concisely worded statement “all writing is autobiography,” 
but at the close of that essay, he also says, “That is the terrible, wonderful power of read-
ing: the texts we create in our own minds while we read—or just after we read—become 
part of the life we believe we lived. Another thesis: all reading is autobiographical” (74, 
my emphasis). The lifting and arrangement of phrases from a text provide a record of 
what resonates with a reader and how they receive and interpret a text, an accessible 
entry to the text that lets students set aside worries about misreading and misinterpret-
ing. Students are accustomed to a few ways of demonstrating engagement with reading, 
or, to put it more bluntly, showing that they did the assigned reading. These include 
quizzes, short written responses, and speaking in class discussion. In each case, students 
may perceive a risk of saying the wrong thing about the reading, and understandably so; 
comprehending complex texts assigned in college courses can require considerable back-
ground knowledge about the historical and cultural context of the text and the author’s 
other work. Creating a data poem about an assigned reading removes some of the pres-
sure to interpret a text correctly, and it makes the text accessible to students who may 
not have the extensive knowledge base or life experience to encounter the reading with 
a command of its context. Poetic inquiry can give students a point of entry that we, as 
instructors, can build on to give them more confidence as readers, and the exercise of 
playing with language can enhance students’ development as writers. 
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