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Generative Al in the Poetry
Workshop

David Devanny

Introduction

Since the general release of OpenAI's ChatGPT in November 2022, there has
beenasignificantshiftin the publicand critical discourse onartificial intelligence
and its potential impact on culture and society. ChatGPT can be categorized
as a generative Al writing tool, and more specifically as a Large Language
Model (LLM). The immediate effect of increased awareness of emergent LLMs
played out in the professional writing community as a significant (and largely
successful) grievance raised in the WGA screenwriters’ strike (Anguiano and
Beckett 2023), and a large number of high profile novelists warned against the
advent of the technology including Jonathon Franzen, George R. R. Martin,
and Bernadine Evaristo (Evaristo et al. 2023). Subsequently in writing studies,
we have seen concerns of a real threat to authorship and the ceding of human
agency (Baron 2023) and the proposition that AT might “choke creative writing”
(Ravichandran 2024), alongside numerous attempts to embrace and integrate
LLM use in creative writing pedagogy (Laist 2024). Two years on, this chapter

considers the impact and potential uses for generative Al in undergraduate
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poetry workshop, making the case that there are already substantial precedents
and learning frameworks within the poetry workshop tradition to help parse
these emergent technologies, that these technologies can be useful tools,
and that there is a need to equip students with understanding of these tools
(including critical engagement with the ethical concerns).

This chapter has three sections. The first section explores the historical
contexts and precedents that can aid with the integration of emergent Al
technologies in the poetry workshop. The second section offers a selection of
methods that could be deployed the undergraduate poetry workshops, and
this is primarily a case-study section based on my own teaching practice at
a UK university, rather than an exhaustive survey of sector wide uses. The
third and final section considers Creative Writing student expectations of Al
embedded within the curriculum, including ethical considerations and the
implications for their professional practice beyond graduation and reflects on

original data I collected in 2023.

Contexts

The Expanding Definition of Al

One of the things that has changed since the public availability of generative
Al writing and imaging tools in 2022 is the general usage definition of Al
There has been a longstanding historical debate about whether humans could
even create artificial intelligence, and whether the existence of AI was possible.
This debate generally refers to what we would now call Artificial General
Intelligence (AGI), which describes an autonomous thinking machine that
can understand and mimic human tasks and cognitive abilities. AGI doesn’t
exist yet, but through developments in neural networks, machine learning, and

natural language processing, the proposition looks a lot more probable than
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it did a decade ago. Today though we use AI much more broadly to include
different types of computational intelligence, including all of those stepping-
stone technologies and generative Al The focus of this chapter is generative
AT, which refers to computational technologies which produce audio/visual/
textual media in response to human prompts and based on predictions made
from existing datasets. This includes image generating software like DALL-E
and Midjourney, and LLMs like ChatGPT; but might also include small
language models (SLMs) which tend to make predictions based on a small,
focused data set (for instance customer service chatbots). Because LLMs are
primarily predictive, returning a string of text based on probability within the
dataset, there can be issues with accuracy, prejudice, and factual information;
or misleading or inaccurate outputs that have been called “hallucinations.” This

chapter focuses largely on these publicly available generative technologies.

Experimental Contexts of the Poetry Workshop

One of the reasons I think the poetry workshop is a good place to start when
introducing generative Al is that generally speaking, poetry educators tend to
dedicate a larger proportion of the workshop to independent writing and idea
generation exercises, especially when compared with prose writing workshops.
The tried and tested Iowa method, which often may feature no independent
writing time within the workshop itself, does have a translation to UK poetry
workshopping in the form of “The Group” set up by Hobsbaum and Gunn, and
latterly joined by Heaney and Redgrove in “The Belfast Group”. The method of
“The Group” exclusively featured the review of pre-circulated poems while the
author stayed silent, and played a significant role in establishing the practice
at Lancaster (Crucefix 2015). Generally however, the practice and guidance
for UK poetry workshops is to provide independent writing time in studio
(The Poetry Society 2023). The proportions of time tend to fall between 30
percent (Meehan 2018) and 50 percent (Jalloh 2025), but might even extend to
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Dimitri Reyes’s 100 percent in so-called “generative poetry workshops” (2019).
This generative addition to the poetry workshop (which I've encountered in
my own education at Warwick and Sheflield Hallam and in my professional
collaborations with colleagues at Bath Spa, Plymouth, Worcester, Anglia
Ruskin, and Falmouth) often goes hand-in-hand with the concept of “studio
practice,” in which playful and experimental work is done on the text in the
room. Of course there are likely a wide range of suitable alternative sites for
introducing Al content in workshops—theatre writing workshops for instance
frequently include large generative sections especially when covering devising
methods—but the pre-existing framework of text-play and text-generation

within the poetry workshop space seems an obvious place to start.

Prehistoric Digital Literature

The idea of using computational text generation tools in the poetry workshop
(for both e-poetry and traditional page-based poetry) has a rich tradition
which extends a great deal further back than the advent of generative AI LLMs.
Funkhouser’s iconic work “Prehistoric Digital Literature” documents a rich
history of text generation intersecting with writing practice, dating back to the
1950s. Many writing programmes include engagement with very rudimentary
SLMs like Christopher Strachey’s “Love Letters” (1952). Furthermore the
poetry workshop has a rich theoretical and practical history of engaging
with different types of pre-digital experimental text generation especially
in association with particular genres or writing movements (Dada, Oulipo,
Fluxus, Situationism, process poetry, open form). Poetry workshops routinely
draw on experimental analogue aleatory literature methods like the N+7
exercise, Tristan Tzara’s method, and Queneau’s A Hundred Thousand Billion
Poems (1961), alongside the introduction of accident and serendipity in visual
poetry practices; and methodologies in found poetry which often involve

observational rules and procedural steps which are effectively algorithmic. Jeff
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Noon’s Cobralingus (2000) for instance presents over one hundred analogue
experiments modelled on the filter gates of electronic music. Process Poetry
too, with its frequent use of remix, cento, or simply re-performance of often
quite problematic found text (and its associated controversies and critical
discourse) provides us with an existing critical framework to introduce,
contextualize, and critically evaluate generative Al tools. Fundamentally the
poetry workshop has incorporated and critically evaluated computational
methods before computers, and algorithmic, aleatory, and generative methods
before generative Al so there are already some really robust frameworks to

introduce these tools and methods.

The Phrasemaking Paradox

I'm certainly not advocating that students of poetry try to use LLMs directly to
generate poems and try to pass that work oft unaltered as their own, but I have
found that getting students to try and prompt generic LLMs like ChatGPT
to output good quality poetry is a really enriching exercise and teaches them
about generative AI while developing their articulation and evaluation skills.
This exercise works because to date ChatGPT generates bad poetry, and it is
quite a challenge of creative ingenuity and writing expertise to create prompts
that will improve the quality. For instance, until autumn 2024 if you mentioned
a poem in your prompt, it would produce metrical rhyming doggerel, and
even if you asked for free verse or no end-of-line rhyme, it would hallucinate
William McGonagall disaster poems. One of the first things students will
learn is not to ask for a poem. Although it is improving, ChatGPT can't at the
time of this writing count syllables or letters reliably. You may get a generally
appropriately themed haiku, but it’s unlikely to hit the syllable count. More
problematic is the combination of the large dataset and the predictive nature
of the model—this is effectively a very large cliché machine. A cornerstone of

the feedback offered by “The Group” and which still sits at the heart of British
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poetry practice in the poetics of the New Gen poets is an incredibly strong
emphasis on “phrasemaking;” which is to say the composition of original and
surprising phrases (perhaps ones which have never been uttered in English
before). This creates a serious paradox for a general predictive system like
ChatGPT which is intended to do just the opposite of that. Experimentally, it
seems like the lower the grade of Al and the smaller the dataset, the better the
quality of phrasemaking from a poetry perspective. My students and I are not
alone in not rating the unmediated ChatGPT poetry outputs, either: there was
a substantial study done at Cornell University concluding that use of default
GPT models “does not produce good results” (Sawicki et al. 2023).

There are of course better precedents and stronger computational text
generation tools engineered more specifically for the production of poetry,
and these do work more effectively. One example is the “Infinite Genesis
Loop Plugin” from Aimée Lé and Marc Sutton (2022), which uses the same
dataset behind ChatGPT but allows users to add modules that poeticize an
input, can produce some reasonable quality free verse poems. The trouble
here is that the plugin is modelled on Aimée L&s poetic practice, so if you
don’t want to write an Aimée Lé poem, this might not be for you. Ultimately
the poem is the structural engineering of the plugin, and the user-driven
content simply illuminates that form. Another famous example is David Jhave
Johnston’s “ReRites” (2019), in which he trained a neural network to write
poetry through iterative editing and collaborative generation. The benefit of
“ReRites” is it is trained by a professional writer and not exclusively reliant on a
large generalized dataset, but the similar downside is it writes like David Jhave
Johnston and requires poetic expertise to build to that level of proficiency.
Similarly, if another user engages with the software, it illuminates the engineer’s
formal poetic imaginings. The more interesting element of text at the minute is

the prompt, rather than the output. For now at least it would seem generative
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AT and LLMs are thought-provoking tools to play with in poetic practice but

present no serious risk of replacing the poets anytime soon.

Selected Methods

Selected AI Tools and Methods for Productive
Workshop Use

This section of the chapter offers a selection of generative Al tools, methods,
and exercises that could be used to explore generative Al in an undergraduate
poetry workshop setting—in particular, what tools could be used in the
generative/ideas generation/independent writing time of a poetry workshop.
These examples are drawn from my own pedagogic practice and not intended

as an exhaustive list or survey.

1  Play testing. Classically, play testing is a phase in game design where
focus group players are invited to identify bugs and design flaws,
and to test the limits of the software. Task students with finding
hallucinations, testing what generative Al can and can't do, expose its

prejudices and blind spots.

2 Poetry play testing. Ask students to prompt generative Al to output
good quality poetry or poetry in the style of a canonical poet. This not
only demonstrates the capacity and shortcomings of generative Al for
creative writing, but also through iterative revision of prompts helps
students articulate and clarify what they understand to be the stylistic

and formal characteristics of that target poetic voice.

3 The list method. This simple exercise was created by my colleague
Rupert Loydell, initially as a work-around when ChatGPT could not

produce non-rhyming poems. Ask students to prompt an LLM to
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write a list with some of the same syntactical structure and multiple
variables from categories of their choosing. This draws on a rich
heritage of “list poems” which often have used found text from various
reference sources; and just like the old-fashioned analogue way, the

output needs to be heavily edited.

4  Prompt prompt prompts. Ask the students to promptly prompt
generative Al to output prompts for poems and compare notes. This
could be anything: places, characters, artworks, plot dilemmas. The
process helps finesse what sort of questions they might ask themselves

in poetry practice.

5 Iteration Exquisite Corpse. There are lots of variations of the exquisite
corpse, a collaborative drawing and/or writing exercise popularized
by the Oulipo movement. Generative AI provides several options to
systematize this through human prompts for text output and image
generation, which itself could be used ekphrastically for human
prompts. The goal, much like the telephone game, is to introduce

errors in translation to create interesting prompts.

6  Cut-up and Cento. There is a rich history in poetry practice of
blending two or more source texts and editing the result into poetry.
Ask students to use generative Al to speed up this process. As with the
analogue versions, the statement is derived from the source texts that

are juxtaposed, and the output will need heavy editing.

7  Commutation testing. Barthes’s version of the “commutation test”
(1964) can be used to expose our assumptions and stereotypes in a
signifying system. Similarly, modelling commutation testing with
generative Al by substituting signifiers at pace can generate some
uncomfortable truths and prejudices—a great exercise for students

invested in using their poetic practice to query normative discourse.
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8  Snowclones. A snowclone is a syntactical formula in which some
of the words in a phrase can be substituted (for instance, “X is the
new black” or “X is the new Y”), and variations are commonly used
in performance poetry. Digital literature poetry workshops have
historically used snowclones in rudimentary text generation for
decades to create poems with millions of variations. Generative Al can
potentially produce snowclones with billions of variations; as ever, the
poesis resides in the structural engineering of the syntactical creation

which the selected variables illuminate.

Much like workshops which introduce different types of analogue process
poetry, clearly these types of exercise need to be grounded in critical awareness,
a clear understanding of the ethical concerns, and situated alongside clear
caveats that guarantee academic integrity. But also, much like those tried and
tested methods, this can be done with generative Al in an undergraduate

learning environment.

Selected AI Tools and Methods for Editing and
Feedback

In addition to the use of generative AI tools in the generative section of
poetry workshops, Al can also be used in editing and feedback. Here are a few

instances where this has occurred in my teaching practice:

1  Simple software tools. As the general usage definition of AI has
broadened from AGI to include simpler stepping-stone technologies,
so people are increasingly categorizing automated text-editing tools
like simple spelling and grammar checks, through to more advanced
automated software like Grammarly, which offers clarity line edits,
as rudimentary Al Generally, UK universities are permitting some

use of these technologies, including when writing is assessed, but it
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does raise the question of where the line is between automated editing
and text generation. It seems likely that shifts in assessment design

and assessment criteria will clarify this problem.

2 Interpretation and translation. There is a perennial issue in
undergraduate poetry of uncertainty over ambiguity: have I done
enough for the reader to understand the concept of the poem, or
have I gone to far and overstated the point? In my experience for
students it is normally the latter, and this is one of the reasons the
peer review workshop is so useful: it presents writers with a focus
group of interpretations to train their writing to that balancing
act. Similarly, students can use generative Al to test interpretation,
for example prompting an LLM to translate the poem into a short
story, to translate the poem into another language or make an image
representing the poem, or to summarize the first stanza. Currently this
exercise is best placed in the workshop setting, so generative responses

can be moderated by group feedback.

3 Performance. As well as the above, conceptual re-performance
exercises students might prompt generative Al to perform their
original work. For instance, creating an output where the poem is read
aloud or indeed creating a video performance. This can be especially
useful for students who have difficulties with grammar and syntax,
and it can also be used as an editing tool for tone, typographical

errors, and phonic effects.

4 Commutation testing. As well as usage in generative practice to expose
assumptions and power structures in the signifying chain in language
datasets, so can automated commutation testing be used to rapidly test
structures in an original poem. For example, students can be directed
to use an LLM to quickly reverse the genders in a poem, swap out the

religious terminology from vedic to Abrahamic, change the setting to
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the global south, change the perspective from mammalian to reptilian,
and so on. All of this serves to illuminate tensions and assumptions in

the original poem.

It is likely that undergraduate writing students will test the use of various
AT tools to draft, edit, and feedback on their work in progress, so I think it’s
beneficial to bring some examples of this carefully into the workshop setting
where it can be critically evaluated and moderated by the group workshop

discourse.

Student Expectations and Perceptions

Student Expectations Study (2023)

In the spring of 2023, I led a small study surveying student expectations about
generative Al and its applications, with co-investigator Dr. Jack McGowan
from University of Worcester. The study was designed for a paper at the MIX
digital conference at The British Library where initial findings were presented,
but until now the data and summary haven’t been published. 'm keen to return
to this slightly outdated study because it actually (somewhat accidentally)
presents a historically interesting snapshot: we were surveying outgoing year
three students of Creative Writing courses at Falmouth and Worcester about
generative Al five months after the public release of ChatGPT. When this
cohort started their degree courses, although many of the possibilities were
already known to digital media researchers, generative Al was science fiction
to the general public (and student body). When they graduated, they were
graduating into a new technological and employability landscape alongside
the peak of media negativity about generative AI, with high-profile articles

proclaiming the end of creativity (Shaffi 2023) and the replacement of human
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agency in artistic originality (Clark 2023); and warning of the collapse of
creative industries employment (Cremer, Bianzino, and Falk 2023).

The study consisted of thirty-eight third-year students from Falmouth
and Worcester who were given a generative Al workshop (which included a
“Turing Test” exercise and introductory instruction in ChatGPT and DALL-E).
They were then given an optional survey focusing on the role of generative Al
in Creative Writing curricula and the future of writing employability in the
context of generative AL

Our rather silly “Turing test” (not quite!) provides a snapshot of generative
AT capability in Spring 2023. Year three students were presented with three
anonymized short stories in the same typeface and asked to judge if they had
been produced with generative Al They received a well-reviewed Kit de Waal
short story, an Al generated short story, and an unedited early draft short story
by an amateur writer. A compelling majority correctly judged the Kit de Waal
story as human-produced, and they largely recognized the Al short story. They
were largely undecided on the amateur writer (Figure 9.1).

Although in both sessions there was some robust debate about the ethical
implications of generative Al there was a majority in support of introduction

to undergraduate Creative Writing study. Many of the respondents in the

0

Well reviewed Al generated Short story by
Kit de Waal short story an amateur
short story writer

FIGURE 9.1 “Turing Test”, 2023. Courtesy D. Devanny and J. McGowan.
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Do you think learning about Al tools should be introduced as
part of an undergraduate Creative Writing degree?

HYes
u No

= Not Sure

FIGURE 9.2 Integration of Al tools in UG Writing Degrees, 2023, Courtesy D.
Devanny and J. McGowan.

“not sure” category stated in the qualitative feedback that while they didn’t
like it, they thought it should be covered so it could be critically examined
(Figure 9.2).

Interestingly, in the qualitative section none of the students were overly
worried about jobs in the creative industries. Where there were concerns,
they were mainly tied to very specific job roles, especially copywriting
and advertising, but not generally in novel and poetry writing, theatre and
screenwriting, teaching and research, events management, branding, and arts-
sector management. Students with aspirations towards becoming novelists
in particular had a strong sense that author brand was a key component
that generative AI could not replace. And the set saw positive applications
as a possibility too, especially when using generative Al strategically as a
tool at certain points in the writing process, e.g. ideas generation, editing,

proofreading, and organizing ideas.

Ethical Concerns

The students in this study raised quite many ethical concerns in the qualitative

feedback. This may be somewhat biased by the study design, as my standard
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practice—and I would strongly recommend this—is not to introduce practical
generative Al to the writing workshop until students have had a seminar on

the ethical considerations. Common ethical concerns to consider include:

1  Issues around copyright and intellectual property. There have been
some compelling questions asked of the datasets that generative Al
has been trained on, with Naomi Klein describing the process as “the

largest and most consequential theft in human history” (2023).

2 Issues around plagiarism and academic integrity. As every university
has had to grapple with generative Al writing machines, this
clearly has particular ramifications for writing students, although
the large ratio of formative feedback and the workshop method
normally mean writing lecturers know their students’ work through

development.

3 Concerns about hallucination and the political impact. The
discussions in the study around this were largely focussed on fake
news and political groups’ ability to flood social media with AI-

generated content.

4  Concerns about prejudice. Again this goes back to concerns about
the data set that LLMs are drawing on and a predictability algorithm,

which is likely to both stereotype and exclude minorities.

5  Serious concerns about environmental damage. Generative Al uses
vast quantities of electricity and water and generates a huge amount of

carbon dioxide (Zewe, 2025).

6  Serious concerns about labor practices in the tech industry in
general. This includes the practices of large software companies
but also concerns about the mineral economy in the production of
smartphones and laptops and connections to slavery, inequality, and

child labour (Gaffar and Kéampfer, 2023).
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Personally, I don’t think it’s practical to avoid a discussion of Al writing tools
in current undergraduate programmes. If nothing else, the introduction of the
tools in the workshop can serve to provide some critical awareness of these
major issues so writing graduates are equipped to make ethically informed

decisions before choosing to use these tools.

Conclusion

The historical tradition within undergraduate poetry workshops is to include
ideas generation, to embrace generative and experimental tools, and to
adopt a studio practice approach to working on source texts. This provides a
substantial critical theoretical framework and a canon of practice precedents
to robustly facilitate the integration of emergent Al technologies in the poetry
workshop. In other words, we don’t need to reinvent the wheel. I've shared a
selection of methods that I've deployed in the undergraduate poetry workshop
both for ideas generation and generative content in independent writing, and
for editing and feedback in the workshop. You're welcome to use any of these
exercises, which are largely derived from existing analogue methods, but
there are so many possible new applications and retranslations of methods
to explore. LLMs are also in development and rapidly changing, and were
on the threshold of substantial developments in natural language processing,
including the use of natural language interfaces.

For me the main thing is that the academic setting is one of the best places
to explore these emerging technologies, with its structures around robust
critical discourse and capacity for ethical evaluation. As one of the student
respondents in the study commented, “understanding is better than fear” The
evidence indicates undergraduate students want to engage academically with

AT writing tools. To that end, writing programmes can provide the scaffolding
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to do so with awareness of the implications, and in a mode that is measured
and safeguarded. Plato’s Republic considers that a perfect society has no need
for poets, and some of the businesses behind generative AI would have you
believe these tools will solve all of the world’s problems. These tools are very
powerful and clearly are already having a real impact on global politics and
our material reality, but equally they are not as unprecedented and paradigm-
shifting as the hype would have us believe. There are potential uses for poets,

who are at least currently not surplus to requirement.
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