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DEREK SHEFFIELD ON POETRY
By Ron Evans

Derek Sheffield is the author of Not 
for Luck, selected by Mark Doty 
for the Wheelbarrow Books Poetry 

Prize, and Through the Second Skin, finalist 
for the Washington State Book Award. He 
is the poetry editor of Terrain.org and co-
editor of Dear America: Letters of Hope, 
Habitat, Defiance, and Democracy and 
Cascadia Field Guide: Art, Ecology, and 
Poetry (forthcoming in March of 2023). A 
professor of English at Wenatchee Valley 
College, Sheffield has been awarded the 
WVC Excellence in Teaching Award a re-
cord five times and has twice served as the 
commencement speaker by request of the 
students. In 2016, he was awarded the Lin-
da Schultz Herzog Faculty Member of the 
Year Award by a vote of his fellow faculty. 

I reached out to Sheffield for a chat about 
creating, understanding and teaching the 
often misunderstood (if not intimidating) 
craft of poetry.

One of the classes you teach at WVC 
is Introduction To Poetry. Talk a little 
about where you start with getting 
people interested in poetry - both in the 
class and in candid conversations. 
 
I use contemporary poems to engage my 
students, poems by Ellen Bass, Ross Gay, 
Gary Soto, Danez Smith, Joy Harjo, Ada 
Limon, Jane Hirshfield, Ever Jones, Rhina 
Espaillat, A.E. Stallings, Tony Hoagland. 
As these poets, and others, engage with the 
complexities of our time in beautiful and 
accessible language, they make the best 
case for poetry. 
 
Other tactics include reading local poets 
like Jack Johnson, Cynthia Neely, Holly 
Thorpe, Carly Feddersen, Gloria Rober-
son, Sue Sampson, Ellen Bruex, and Zach 
Eddy. Many of my students have expressed 
the wonder they feel reading about our re-
gion in the works of these poets. It surpris-
es me that they are so surprised, stunned 
even, to learn that our home can be the 
subject of poetry. The land and people here 
shimmer with possibility, even the exotic, 
through the lenses these poets have made 
of language.
 
I also try to meet my students where they 
are. Just last week I asked them to bring in 
the lyrics of one of their favorite songs so 
we could read them together and find the 
poetry there by way of comparison with 

the poems we’ve been reading. 
 
It helps, too, to bring in visiting poets, in 
person and through the screen. We just 
hosted poet and editor James Crews a 
couple weeks ago. My students like hear-
ing poets read their own work. They like 
hearing about the life that lies behind the 
language. Those are ways into the poem 
and by extension the Big House of Poetry.
 
In the end, whenever I teach poetry, I’m 
teaching far more. What I’m really teach-
ing is living with art. I’m teaching how 
art, however you think of that term in any 
creative capacity, nourishes our interiority. 
I’m teaching how it widens and deepens 
our all-too-brief time here together.
 
For more on this and other matters of sound 
and sense, stop by the 2nd floor of Mish ee 
twie at WVC. Bring a poem with you so 
you can tack it to the Poetry Wall. If a title 
in the free lending Poetry Library catches 
your eye while you are there, please bor-
row it to give some of your attention to be-
fore you return it.
 
From what I have seen poetry can often 
be a confusing loved/hated subgenre of 
the written word, even among voracious 
readers. Why do you think this is the 
case - or have you even found that to be 
true?
 
There’s a marvelous poem called “Poetry” 
by Marianne Moore that begins “I too, dis-
like it.” Ha! And yes, I have read plenty of 
poems I don’t like. But it’s the same with 
everything in my life. I love, love, love 
music, but there are kinds of music and 
singers that make me wince. 
 
Just as there are mathphobes, there are po-
etryphobes. By their postmodern, unrefer-
ential nature, some poems can leave read-
ers cold, including this reader. Sometimes 
well-meaning teachers focus too much on a 
poem’s supposed secret meaning and when 
students keep failing to find that secret 
they start to believe that poetry is not for 
them. No one ever told them that it’s per-
fectly okay to like a poem and NOT know 
what it means according to some authority 
somewhere in the halls of academia. Think 
about how many songs you love but aren’t 
sure of their meaning. Reading a new poem 
is like meeting a person for the first time. 

Talk about some of the collections/publi-
cations you have been involved with.
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My three most recent collections include 
Not for Luck, a volume of my own po-
ems whose subtitle could just as well be 
“on daughters and kinds of wildness,” and 
two special anthologies. I co-edited Dear 
America: Letters of Hope, Habitat, Defi-
ance, and Democracy with Elizabeth Dodd 
and Simmons Buntin, which was a book 
born out of the trauma of the 2016 presi-
dential election. Instead of reaching for 
guns and grenades, almost 200 writers, art-
ists, scientists, and political and commu-
nity leaders came together to offer impas-
sioned letters (essays, poems, art works) 
to their country in response to the issues 
that boiled to the surface between from 
2016 to 2020. Many of these letters first 
appeared online in Terrain.org in our Letter 
to America series. Terrain.org, the journal 
for which I serve as the poetry editor, is 
the oldest place-based online publication 
in the world.

I’ve been working on Cascadia Field 
Guide: Art, Ecology, Poetry for over two 
years with co-editors CMarie Fuhrman and 
Elizabeth Bradfield. Mountaineers Books 
will release it on March 1st, 2023. It is a 
field guide for the heart. It is a ground-
breaking book that combines Native and 
Western science to help readers find a new 
way of belonging to place, of being in the 
company of other plant and animal beings 
of our bioregion. Each of the 128 beings, 
or species, included is represented by a 
poem, original art work, and engaging bit 
of being-centered, wonder-inducing ecol-
ogy. 

When you sit down to write poetry, how 
much of that process is free form - just 
let it go where it goes - vs. a more struc-
tured method?
 
It’s all about process. In the initial stages 
of making a poem, anything goes. As you 
say, free form. Free flow, free verse, free 
bird. Very rarely a poem is finished in that 
early stage. In most cases, however, it 
will go through many drafts over weeks, 
months, years, before it is finished. During 
that time, to paraphrase Billy Collins, I am 
working with smaller and smaller screw-
drivers.

I love the varying tools poets and writ-
ers will gravitate toward when putting 
words to “paper.” I’ve met some that 
will only use their antique typewriter, 
or a cheap Bic pen on yellow notebook 
paper. Many could care less - just use 
whatever is around. Do you have a pref-

erence on how you record your initial 
sparks of creativity? 

I, too, love this about writers. Cormac Mc-
Carthy still types his novels using manual 
typewriters. As for me, I write the first two 
or three drafts in longhand. I like using 
long legal pads. The blank yellow paper 
isn’t as scary as the blank white.  After 
about the third draft, I move onto my lap-
top. Recently, though, my poet and picker 
friend, Dennis Held, found me a Reming-
ton Travel Riter for ten bucks at a garage 
sale, so I’ve been thinking about trading in 
my laptop.

Talk about the editing process of poetry. 
It seems like this may be a whole differ-
ent process from editing prose or essays.

Some of it is conscious. Check every verb. 
Use onomatopoeia whenever possible. Try 
on new line - and stanza breaks to feel how 
well they fit. Squint hard at that title. Most 
of it, however, is mysterious and is a mat-
ter of reading your own work after enough 
time has gone by that you can see and hear 
it the way you would a poem someone else 
has written.

Going back to my earlier question con-
cerning turning people onto poetry - do 
you have a go-to poet or collection of po-
ems you like to point people toward? 
 
William Stafford and Mary Oliver really 
light my students and me up. I ask my stu-
dents to choose a poem to memorize and 
recite in class. We read hundreds of poems 
over the quarter and many students consis-
tently choose poems by Oliver and Staf-
ford to tattoo to their consciousness.

Do you think starting with contempo-
rary poets is a good idea for the unini-
tiated? Or are the classics and masters 
where you recommend someone begin 
their journey into poetry?

For sure. Contemporary poets get them 
through the door where they can then meet 
Gerard Manley Hopkins, Edna St. Vincent 
Millay, Langston Hughes, Emily Dickin-
son, George Herbert, William Butler Yeats, 
and others.

Do people ever tell you they just don’t 
get poetry? If so, how would you re-
spond?

Oh, sure. All the time. I just tell them they 
haven’t been introduced properly. Allow 

me...

Are your courses more about writing 
than reading (understanding) poetry, or 
a mixture of both? 

In literature courses where the focus is on 
reading poetry, we also write poems as a 
way to be more effective readers. In writ-
ing courses where the focus is on making 
poems, we read many poems to help us re-
alize the possibilities that lie at the end of 
our own pens.

I’m sure many of your students go on to 
write their own poetry if only as a ther-
apeutic tool - something that’s just for 
them. Do you find writing to be thera-
peutic? 

Hell, yeah! There are soooo many rewards 
to making poems that are far more imme-
diate and important than any kind of pub-
lication or recognition. In addition to the 
therapy (and who couldn’t use a little of 
that these days?), there is a tremendous 
amount of satisfaction that comes when 
you feel you finally have the poem right.  
Some of my favorite poets, some of the 
people I most admire, maintain a regular 
practice of making poems but they spend 
almost no energy in sharing them or trying 
to get them published. 

Any events or new works coming up 
you’d like to plug?
 
Most immediately, in cooperation with a 
host of community and campus organiza-
tions and Central Washington University, 
we are hosting Taylor Brorby at the Music 
and Arts Center at Wenatchee Valley Col-
lege on November 3rd from 1 PM to 2 PM. 
Taylor is a poet who will be giving a talk 
based on his memoir Boys and Oil: Grow-
ing Up Gay in a Fractured Land, which 
was just released by Norton. It is beautiful 
and scary and wrenching. Taylor just might 
save a couple lives while he’s in town. 
 
Down the road a bit, on April 20th, in a 
celebration of Earth Month and the pub-
lication of Cascadia Field Guide, we’ll 
be hosting Elizabeth Bradfield, CMarie 
Fuhrman, and Andrew Gottlieb. CMarie 
is a Native poet and essayist who is cur-
rently the Writer in Residence for the state 
of Idaho. 
 
This isn’t a reading but it sure is an event. 
This spring quarter, Dr. Dan Stephens 
and I are offering the final iteration of our 

learning community at Wenatchee Valley 
College (Dan is retiring after this year). 
Northwest Nature Writing blends the dis-
ciplines of writing and ecology in a spe-
cial field-based exploration of place. Our 
classroom is the Shrub-Steppe, the Pine 
Forest, the Mountain, and the Riverbank. 
We learn about the different plant and ani-
mals of our region even as they become 
characters in our poems and stories. We 
have been offering this ten-credit course 
that combines Biology 127 with English 
135 on and off since 2005, and it is the 
course more than any other that students 
remember as a transformative experience. 
Just recently two alumni, Jose Fuentes and 
Isabella Rodriguez, have been in touch to 
say as much and also to ask if we are still 
offering it as they wanted to recommend 
it to current students. So, I’m very happy 
to now say, thanks to administrative sup-
port, the answer is yes, yes we are. One. 
Last. Time. Prospective students can find 
more information about the learning com-
munity here: wvc.edu/academics/learning-
communities/index.html
 
Cascadia Field Guide will have a signifi-
cant presence this April at Spokane’s amaz-
ing literary festival, Get Lit!, and also at 
the equally amazing LiTFUSE in Mighty 
Tieton in September. And Gallery One in 
Ellensburg during the month of April will 
exhibit some of the art and poetry from 
book. More events and information can be 
found here: 
dereksheffield.com/all-events/
 
 


