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What is poetic inquiry?



Poetic inquiry: The process of writing research 
poems that helps develop new insights (Prendergast, 

2004)

• Recent arts-based qualitative approach intended to make 
research more embodied and evoking ‘‘intellectual, 
aesthetic and affective responses’’ (Butler-Kisber, 2002)

• Used in social sciences: psychology, sociology, 
anthropology, nursing, social work, geography, 
women’s/feminist studies and education

• Historically, in discussions and practices of autobiography 
and autoethnography as research methods and in 
narrative inquiry

• Laurel Richardson (1992a, 1992b, 1993, 1994, 1997) and 
Corinne Glesne (1997) key early proponents



Bibliography/meta-analysis (2006-2008), Prendergast 2009:



Journals which publish arts-based 
informed research and writing



Journal Impact Factor

Harvard Educational Review 2,674

Journal of Contemporary 
Ethnography

1.316

Qualitative Inquiry 1.157

Feminist Review 
1.519

Feminist Theory 
1.114

AIDS Care 
1.824

Gender and Society 
2.765



Prendergast and Galvin (2012) point to seven 
important collections that have advanced poetic 

inquiry as in depth qualitative research and expanded 
the field



What does poetry bring to 
research? 



• Billie Collins (2012):  schools 
are where students learn to 
“tie the poem to a chair with 
rope/and torture a confession 
out of it,” or “beat it with a 
hose/to find out what it really 
means” 

• Critical analysis of poetry has 
taken away from what might 
otherwise be a pleasurable 
experience, an unlabelled 
appreciation of the language, 
image, and music in verse.

• Many of us are left with 
distaste for poetry since our 
high school days 



• Brady (2009), suggests that if the common goal 
in the social sciences is to get to know humanity 
in all of its phases, foibles, tragedies, triumphs, 
histories, accidents, passions, enchantments, 
cruelties, creations, kinships, friendships, then…

• …a poetic mentality, and poetry, has the 
advantage of covering any and every subject one 
can think of, literally and figuratively. 

• Conventional science cannot make that claim. 
Practices built on logical- positivism have a long 
list of things that cannot be studied in depth…



Now that you have found my unfaced place

in the census count

and pulled me up as a person,

and thus have heard my heartbeat,

and had a glimpse of the interior of my soul,

How will you deal with living a life

that includes rape, murder, bigotry,

bombs, beatings,

and the stoning to death of children,
among other things that cannot be re-presented
as numbers in a survey?

And if you cannot empathize with these things

slicked up wet by floods of blood and tears,

how will you ever deal honestly

with the enthrallments

and ecstasies of life that erase the pain

reported so dutifully by your local poet?

Am I you?

Can you find yourself in me?

What is my number now?

Brady, 2009



Poetic Inquiry

• By accounting for life in these personal 
terms, poetry forces the issue of making 
sense of numberless things that are instead 
personified, named, and filled with the 
rhythms of breathing, the music of life itself…

• Poetry can catch us in the act of being. What 
could be more fundamental to knowing the 
human condition than that?



That borderland space between 
scholarship and art (Wiebe, 2015)

• Poetry has the ability to synthesize experience in 
a way that imparts musicality, rhythm, and 
poignancy 

• So much can be said in so few words and in such 
compelling ways 

• It portrays particular qualities of being, elicits 
metaphorical wondering, synthesizes various 
modes of perception, and shows a way of paying 
attention

• It allows the heart to lead the mind rather than 
the reverse 

Butler-Kisber, 2010; Butler-Kisber and 
Stewart, 2009



Poetic inquirers help readers 
resonate and connect with 

findings; new ways of revealing 
deep understandings of human 
experience; … and new ways of 

working with people in vulnerable 
situations to name what it is like 

Prendergast and Galvin (2012) 



Historical and philosophical 
developments



Crisis of representation

• The rise of arts-based 
research in the past two 
decades response to  
concerns about truth and 
representation

• Challenge to way in which 
the voices of participants 
were too often 
appropriated, 
overpowered, fragmented, 
rendered over-summative 
or even silence.



• Critique of more positivistic paradigms conducting 
qualitative research similar to conventional science

• Approach was to leave the numbers behind and let the 
data “speak for themselves” 

• Research results can be laid out in a detailed descriptive 
account that hides the author 

• Distancing oneself through reporting that avoids first-
person constructions and other overtly personal 
appearances in the text usually comes with the posture 
of being “objective.”

• Researchers’ own complex experiences, and the 
emotional toll that certain kinds of research topics can 
engender also excised from reports



Poetic Inquiry

• Challenges over reliance on thematic analysis, 
content analysis or framework analysis

• They reduce the ebb and flow of words to 
clipped lists of thematised events, behaviours, 
actions and interactions

• Computer -analysis of data … to count the 
frequency of words and reveal ‘nested 
categories’ alter[s] the sense of the 
conversations and detract[s] from the 
storyteller’s voice”

Rapport and Hartill (2012)



• In the practice of poetic inquiry, researchers 
become sensitive to the ways traditional 
analysis can systematize and simplify, 
generating findings that are “out of kilter with 
the flowing resonance of the raw material” 

• Poetic inquirers emphasize the richness of the 
story and the storyteller’s voice as first priority 
value

Rapport and Hartill (2012)



I am from [a place in Kwazulu-Natal] that’s where my brothers are. I was with 

relatives here...  While I was staying with my relatives it came to a point where 

I could feel that they did not want me there anymore, you know? I just came to 

Durban. I have no mother, I have no father, my father passed away when I was 

very young, I was just moving from here to there, renting at people’s homes. I 

have no one. My one child passed away, and my brothers have all passed away. 

I am the only one left, with my one child; and this one Zulu where I was 

renting. I was running around, renting and my child left me there. And so I 

found a place in the informal settlements. I was living there in the shacks, 

renting= paying rent. Now, I am paying rent then my child was just crying the 

whole time, that’s when I came to Durban. I have been living in the streets of 

Durban for 5 years. I go beg at the [Mosque], then I use the money to buy food 

then I sleep on the floor at night. 



I was staying with my relatives 

They did not want me anymore 

I came to Durban

I have no mother 

I have no father 

I was just moving 

here and there 

I have no one

My one child passed away

my brothers have all passed away 

I am the only one left with my one child

I was running around 

and my child left me 

I found a place in the informal settlements

I was living in the shacks

I have no one

I have been living in the streets for 5 years

I go beg 

I use the money to buy food 

I sleep on the floor at night

I have no one



Research Poems
• Revisit data with a fresh eye
• Producing and sharing poetic representations can make 

them more attuned to the lived experiences of others
• Can provide the researcher/reader/listener with a different 

lens though which to view the same scenery, and thereby 
understand data, and themselves, in different and more 
complex ways

• Can be a powerful form of analysis.
• Constructing poetic representations draws upon both 

scientific and literary criteria and allows the researcher to 
satisfy the desire to integrate the scientist and poet within 
themselves. 

• Thus, different aspects of the self are integrated in this 
form of writing.



Types of Poetic Inquiry



VOX THEORIA: Literature-based 
poems or theoretical poems written 

from or in response to works of 
literature/theory. Poems about poetry 

and methodology (13%)

VOX 
AUTOBIOGRAPHIA/AUTOETHNOGRA

PHIA: Researcher-voiced poems are 
written from field notes, journal entries, 

or reflective/creative/ 
autobiographical/autoethnographical

writing as the data source (49%).

VOX PARTICIPARE : Participant-voiced 
poems written from interview 

transcripts or solicited directly from 
participants, sometimes co-created 
with  researcher. The voices in the 

poems may be singular or multiple. 
Also, inquiry poems may blend both the 

researcher’s and the participants’ 
voices (35%).



Researcher-voiced poems

• 2 types: 

– The research or found poem 

– The generated or interpretive poem

• Both found and generative poems can be used as a 
means of data analysis and data representation or 
simply as an analytic tool that leads to insight

• Generated poems: involves the researcher writing 
original poems, either as a means of reflecting on 
collected data or in response to a personal 
situation







How to write a research poem



Process for developing research 
poems

• Sift through data (researcher data from field texts of various kinds 
or participant data) 

• Creates two versions of poetic narratives from participant 
interview transcripts

• The first version is chronologically and linguistically faithful to the 
transcript

• The second draws from other sections of the interviews, takes 
more license with words

OR
• Work from a more typical qualitative data analysis involving coding 

and sorting data by themes 
• Then move into the poetic transcription process: searching for the 

essence conveyed, the hues, the textures, and then drawing from 
all portions of the interviews to juxtapose details into a somewhat 
abstract representation

Glesne, 1997; Walsh, 2006 and Butler-Kisber, 2002



• I read and reread the transcripts, made notes, and delineated 
a number of recurring themes. I culled words and cut and 
pasted segments of conversation into specifically labelled 

files, then played poetically with the segments of 
conversation in an attempt to distil themes and write 

succinct versions of them. I tried to stay as true as possible to 
the original words of the women. I did, however, make 

choices that were both academic and artistic. 
• I included only those phrases that I saw as pertinent to the 

theme that was emerging. I reordered phrases at times to 
improve clarity for the reader. I wrote, walked away, rewrote, 

and revised in an ongoing recursive process. 
• The use of poetry situates me too as poet and reminds the 

reader through its very form that, as poet, I too am the 
poem. I resymbolize what occurred in the group according to 
my own life and experiences. I cannot do otherwise. There is 
no one true account of what happened and how it affected 

each, or any, of us

Walsh, 2006 and Butler-Kisber, 2002



Developing a poetic sensibility 



What is required? 
1. Poetry and inquiry ask us to listen deeply. We must put 

ourselves in the context; we must feel, taste, hear what 
someone is saying. Sometimes we must learn to listen under 
the words, to hear what is not being said. 

2. Language is always inadequate. We dance with 
impossibility each time we put words on the page. It is far 
better to dance with impossibility than to accept the first 
ordinary word that comes to mind, the easy cliché. 

3. There are rhythms to the inquiry process as there are 
rhythms in poetry. Just as a good interview is not forced, but 
evolves, led by the rhythm of the participants’ voice and flow 
of ideas become a creature with its own particular rush, or 
sway, or meditative motion. 

Nielsen, 2004



What is required? 

4. Less is more. Always. Data poems are not just 
transcriptions of interviews or observations with random 
line breaks – they must be spare, economical, rich and 
resonant. An effective data poem is no different from an 
effective poem – each word, right down to the or and, 
matters. Each line break matters; each space matters.

5. The complex and the difficult are necessary. This is why 
the “less is more” truism is such a challenge. We are lured 
by the easy answer, the simple emotion, the tidy 
summary, what we think we see, – yet we know that life, 
people, emotions, and circumstances are extraordinarily 
complex and sometimes...not easy to face. 

6. Our apprenticeship never ends. We can look at this 
prospect as a life sentence, or an opportunity.

Nielsen, 2004



Our apprenticeship never ends

• Attaining quality in poetic inquiry requires 
persistence, additional training, and validating criteria 

• If we want to write like poets—or, good poetry—we 
need to learn and practice with them, and be willing 
to hold up our work to their scrutiny

• Take time to acquire the language of poetic craft, to 
ask questions of the masters

• Become an active participant-observer: reading 
contemporary poetry, attending readings, and 
engaging in the rigorous practices of writing and re-
visioning within the poetic community.



Developing a poetic sensibility (Wiebe, 

2015).

• Being in and part of the world, whether we 
are contemplating it, interpreting it, 
re/visioning it, or something else entirely, to 
inquire poetically is to attune our senses to 
this world. 

• Poetic inquiry is more than a tool, it is a 
practice, a way of being in the world



Developing poetic sensibilities 
(Cahnman-Taylor, 2009) 

• All phases of a qualitative research project can benefit from poetic 
sensibilities. 

• By reading and implementing poetic craft, researchers can 
enhance their abilities to listen and notice in the field during data 
collection, creatively play with metaphor and image during 
analysis, and communicate with more liveliness and accuracy when 
representing data to larger audiences. 

• A poetic approach to inquiry also understands that writing up 
research is a part of a critical iterative feedback loop that informs 
ongoing decision making in the field.

• Using elements of poetry in our data collection, analysis and write-
up has the potential to make our thinking clearer, fresher, and 
more accessible and to render the richness and complexity of the 
observed world. 


