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COMBINING POETRY AND MINDFULNESS: STORIES 
OF CREATING NEW SPACES IN HIGHER EDUCATION  
  

INTRODUCTION

Terry Barrett  

terry.barrett@ucd.ie
terrybarrett500@hotmail.com

Naomi McAreavey  

naomi.mcareavey@ucd.ie

Larry McNutt   

larry.mcnutt@itb.ie

I (Terry) narrate this chapter. When I was a child we lived in a big old drafty house in Ireland. Some 
Saturday mornings I got into my parents big double cosy bed and we read poems aloud to one 
another. As a young child my father would sometimes read The Owl and the Pussy-cat from A Puffin 
Book of Verse

The Owl and the Pussy-cat went out to sea
In a beautiful pea-green boat,
They took some honey, and plenty of money,
Wrapped up in a five-pound note (Lear, 1983).

CHAPTER 7
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Figure 1: One of the my prized possessions - a book my father read from
Photo © Terry Barrett 2018

Sometimes as a young teenager I would read Composed Upon Westminster Bridge (Wordsworth, 1802)

Earth has not anything to show more fair:
Dull would he be of soul who could pass by
A sight so touching in its majesty:

…

Ne’er saw I, never felt, a calm so deep!
The river glideth at his own sweet will:
Dear God! the very houses seem asleep;
And all that mighty heart is lying still!   

For a long time, poetry and meditation have been close to my heart. Separately and together they 
have helped me savor the beauty of nature, the warmth of friends and family and my inner strength 
and courage. They give space and self-compassion for feelings of anger and sorrow that have lead 
sometimes to a sense of common humanity and compassion for others. Poetry and mindfulness give 
me a deeper, more heartfelt perspective of what is happening on my hero’s journey. 

The return part of the hero’s journey (that Vin Harris talks about in Chapter 2) resonates with me. 
Having benefited from spaces of guided mindfulness meditation practice on the MSc Studies in 
Mindfulness programme (as described by Graeme Nixon in Chapter 3), I wanted to help to provide a 
similar place for others. So I coordinate a weekly lunchtime guided mindfulness practice for staff at 
University College Dublin. When guiding I regularly end the practice with a poem. 

Pause and Reflect

What is one of your favourite poems? Pause to enjoy reading it now, silently or aloud, 
whichever you prefer. What is your felt response to the poem?
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My current professional context also includes facilitating mindfulness and mindful learning workshops 
for academic staff. I use poetry in my faculty development and research work (Barrett, 2011; Barrett, 
2017). My interest in exploring the interrelationship between poetry and mindfulness is in order to 
enhance my personal and professional practice.

This chapter presents stories about three different ways that lecturers combine poetry and 
mindfulness, namely, 1) using mindful reading to teach poetry (any poem) to students and to 
create egalitarian spaces for poetry exploration 2) creating mindful spaces for reflection, personal 
transformation and thanks through reading, writing and performing poetry, and 3) listening to 
poetry to resonate with the nature of mindfulness and connecting with inner spaciousness, values 
and creativity.
 

DIFFERENT PERSPECTIVES ON THE INTERRELATIONSHIP 
BETWEEN POETRY AND MINDFULNESS 
The idea (elaborated by Vin Harris in Chapter 2) of poetry being an expression of “penultimate truth” 
as near to the truth as words can express, really resonates with me. A mindful learning approach 
encourages us to see things from different perspectives (Langer, 2000; Barabazet and Bush, 2014). 
I therefore review what a cognitive scientist, a Nobel prize-winning poet, a professor of medicine, 
a mindfulness leader and an English literature scholar have to say about the interrelationships of 
mindfulness and poetry. 

TEXT PERSPECTIVE Conceptual Understanding of the Interrelationship 
of Poetry and Mindfulness

Gibbs, R.W. (1994) 
The Poetics of 
Mind. 

Cognitive 
Scientist

“human cognition is fundamentally shaped by various poetic or 
figurative processes” p.1.
“figuration is not merely a matter of language but provides much 
of the foundation for thought, reason and imagination” p.435.

Heaney, S.
Crediting Poetry: 
Nobel Lecture 
(1995)

Poet
Nobel Prize 
Winner
for Literature

“I credit poetry…for making possible a fluid and restorative 
relationship between the mind’s centre and its circumference…
for its truth to life, in every sense of that phrase” p.450. 
“poetry’s credit..the power to remind us that we are hunters and 
gatherers of values” p.467.

Connelly, D. 
(1999) Being in the 
Present Moment: 
Developing the 
Capacity for 
Mindfulness in 
Medicine. 

Professor of 
Medicine
Co-director 
Program for the 
Humanities in 
Medicine

“the power of poetry to insist on immediacy and attention to the 
present moment. Poetry can both illustrate the state of awareness 
through the response it elicits in the reader and act as a powerful 
means for developing the capacities for attentiveness” p.120.

“There is a kinship between poetry’s ability ‘to be in the present’ 
and physicians need to overcome distractions, to achieve poetry’s 
simultaneity through some form of mindfulness” p.123.

Kabat-Zinn, J .
(2003)  Coming to 
our Senses.

Mindfulness
Leader, Teacher, 
Researcher  

“Our greatest poets engage in deep interior exploration of the 
mind and of words and of the intimate relationship between inner 
and outer landscapes” p.27.

Ullyat, G. (2011) 
“The Only Chance 
to Love the 
World” Buddhist 
Mindfulness in 
Mary Oliver’s 
Poetry.

English 
Literature 
Scholar,
Mindfulness
Practitioner

“ Mary Oliver’s poetry lends itself to mindfulness, her usage of 
simple ordinary language, together with poetic devices such as 
adequation and correspondence, inform all three corollaries of 
mindfulness: Beginner’s Mind, Mindful Awareness and Nowness, 
the ability to be fully present in the here and now” p.128. 

Figure 2: Perspectives on the Interrelationship of Poetry and Mindfulness
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I consider that this theoretical literature helps us to understand two questions: How is poetry mindful? 
and How is the mind poetic? From the literature, I have identified four types of interrelationships 
between poetry and mindfulness in terms of the question “How is poetry mindful?” These are poetry 
as: a focus for and developer of attention, a device for connecting us to our senses and to the present 
moment, a restorer of the relationship between the mind’s centre, the mind’s circumference and 
outer landscapes and as a gatherer of values. 

What about the question “How is the mind poetic?” A key interrelationship between the mind and 
poetry is the understanding that human thinking and imagination is shaped by figurative and poetic 
processes, that is, the mind is essentially poetic. Gibbs (1994, p.1) asserts that:
 

Metaphor, metonymy, irony and other tropes are not linguistic distortions of literal 
mental thought but constitute basic schemes by which people conceptualise their 
experiences and the external world.

Despite the fact that Kabat-Zinn (2003, p.153) highlighted the need for more review and research on  
“the poetry of mindfulness and the appropriate use of the poetic imagination within mindfulness-
based interventions”, very few empirical studies have investigated this. The few that have focus 
on the question: What impact does the use of poetry in structured mindfulness courses have on 
participants? I review three studies. 

In Week 5 in Heal Thy Self: Lessons on Mindfulness in Medicine. Santorelli (1999) recounts how he 
read The Guest House (See Appendix 1) aloud three times. He discusses how individual participants 
responded to the poem with very moving stories. He summarises their reported impact of the poem 
as giving them an understanding of the “how” of allowing whatever arises in awareness “to be held in 
an open, non-censoring, nonjudgemental manner” (Santorelli, 1999, p.50). These narratives are vey 
helpful for understanding the interrelationship of poetry and mindfulness in terms of seeing poetry 

Name of Study Research Method Main Findings

Santorelli, S. (1999) 
Week 5 In Heal 
Thy Self: lessons 
on Mindfulness in 
Medicine. New York: 
Three Rives Press 
p.146-152 

Case study of week 
five of a Mindfulness 
Based Stress Reduction 
course and a teacher’s 
account of participants’ 
responses to the poem
The Guest House  

Positive impact of understanding
the “how” of allowing whatever arises in awareness “to be 
held in an open, noncensoring, nonjudgemental manner.” 
p.50. Also shows variety of responsive impact to the 
poem,The Guest House. 

Shapiro, S.L. (2001) 
Poetry, Mindfulness 
and Medicine. 
Family Medicine 33 
(7) p. 505-507

Case study of the use 
of poetry in a 7- week 
mindfulness course for 
undergraduate
medical students

Positive impact on openness to acknowledging emotions, 
body awareness, expression of intentions and sense of 
connection with others.

Black, A.L.. (2009) 
Does poetry matter 
in the teaching of 
mindfulness-based 
interventions?  
Bangor University, 
Masters Dissertation

Interviews with 
mindfulness teachers 
who teach
structured MBSR or 
MBCT courses.

a) Positive impact as many teachers spoke about how the 
participants “loved the poetry” p.69. “ A poem can open 
a door for some participants and give them the words to 
verbalize their own experience as they identify with what 
the poet says” p.69. 
b) Negative impact when it is a hindrance to presence and 
practice.
c) Optional extra to MBSR and MBCT rather than essential 
component of these courses

Figure 3: Impact of poetry on structured mindfulness courses
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I conducted the research from the perspective that knowledge is constructed socially. The 
perspective is built on the assumption that some knowledge comes from “affective and embodied 
aspects of human experience” and all knowledge is “ideological, political and permeated with 
values” (Schwandt, 2000, p.198, my emphasis). This study focuses on three interviews with academic 
staff (faculty) about how they use poetry and mindfulness together in different ways. I agree with 

as a trigger for understanding both the nature of mindfulness and the ‘how-to’ of mindfulness. This 
study has the strength of rich thick description of participant stories and the limitation of being a 
case study of one mindfulness teacher’s account of the response of one class group to one poem. In 
contrast this chapter focuses on lecturers’ perspectives of the interrelationships between poetry and 
mindfulness, in more general and less structured contexts than a structured 6-8 week mindfulness 
course. 

Shapiro (2001) in Poetry, Mindfulness and Medicine presents a case study of the use of poetry in a 
7-week elective mindfulness course for undergraduate medical students. This paper is very useful 
for people considering using poetry in mindfulness courses as it gives examples of specific poems 
used, the rationale for the choice of poem and participants’ response to the poems. The conclusion 
of this case study is that “In the class, reading and discussing poetry appeared to provide students 
with an alternative route to learning, allowing them to feel, listen and discover in different ways” 
(Shapiro, 2001 p.505). She argues that poetry offers an alternative way of knowing to cognitive 
knowing. This study has the limitation of being a teacher’s reported account of students’ responses 
to poetry. In the study reported in this chapter, I decided to ask my participants to read one or two 
poems they use in higher education contexts and talk about how they use the poem, as I found the 
discussion of the choice of and response to specific poems in this paper very illuminating. 

Does poetry matter in the teaching of mindfulness-based interventions? is the title of a masters 
dissertation that researches MBSR and MBCT teachers perspectives’ on the use of poetry in these 
two specific courses (Black, 2009) through interviewing teachers. Naomi concludes that “poetry 
offers much of value to a class” (Black, 2009, p.77) and documents case studies of teachers stories of 
the beneficial impact of poetry on participants. However, she also cautions that poetry “can also be 
a hindrance if the poetry becomes “more essential than the essential presence and practice of the 
teacher, the presence and practice of the participants” (Black, 2009 p.77). She concludes that poetry 
in these two mindfulness courses “is an optional extra that can be helpful but not essential” (Back, 
2009, p.77). This chapter explores lecturers’ (faculty) perspectives on the interrelationships between 
poetry and mindfulness not from the perspective of structured mindfulness programmes but from 
the perspective of their role as lecturers in higher education. This paper prompted me to add a 
question on lecturers’ perception of any cautionary comments they would make about combining 
poetry and mindfulness in higher education contexts (See Appendix 2 for Interview Guide).

RESEARCH DESIGN: FINDING A RESEARCH APPROACH 
COMPATIBLE WITH POETRY AND MINDFULNESS

The literature review also helped me to clarify and refine the research questions and interview guide.

Research Questions

1. How do lecturers (faculty) use poetry and mindfulness practically together 
in higher education?

2. What are the perceived conceptual interrelationships between poetry and 
mindfulness for lecturers (faculty) who practice both in higher education?
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Way, Zwier and Tracy (2015) who argue that if reality and knowledge are socially constructed then 
we should view the interview space as one of shared dialogue and meaning making. In this regard, 
I aimed to be open-minded and to foster the interview as a space of expression, storytelling, 
acceptance, discovery, connection and meaning-making. I agree with Bolton (2006, p.218) that: “All 
professional and personal experience is naturally storied; telling or writing stories are prime human 
ways of understanding, communicating and remembering”. I therefore chose a narrative form of 
enquiry and to write about how the lecturers used poetry and mindfulness together as stories. This 
type of enquiry “ that precisely in virtue of being attuned to the poetic figuration of life itself - both as 
lived and as told - opens the way toward an enlarged understanding of self and the world” (Freeman 
,1993, p.231 quoted in Sherman, 2014, p.114). 

I deliberately wanted the interviews to be infused with a mindfulness-based approach, to have 
congruity between the process and topic of the research. The interviews began by sitting together 
in silence in mindfulness meditation for 15 minutes. This is what Stelter (2010, p.863) refers to as 
“clearing the space.” I found the guidelines on experience-based body anchored interviewing 
(Stelter, 2010) namely; present moment focus, bracketing and non-judgemental attitude, descriptive 
questioning and moving to connecting experience to thoughts, emotions and actions, were 
very helpful in informing the shape and detail of my interview guide (see Appendix 2). Merleau-
Ponty’s understanding of embodiement: “Consciousness, is being toward–the-thing through the 
intermediary of the body” influenced my approach to the research (Merleau-Ponty, 1962, p.138-139). 
As I was interested in embodied educational practice, the key question was about how interviewees 
used poetry and mindfulness together in higher education. To this end, the interview started with 
an invitation to the interviewee to read a poem that combined poetry and mindfulness, that they 
used with students or staff. Then the interviewer asked them about how they experienced reading 
the poem now, followed by how they used the poem with students/staff. I video-recorded rather 
than merely audio-recording the interviews so I would have an embodied recording to review and 
this helped me recapture an “aesthetic and visceral connection, ” with the interview (Cooper and 
Hughes, 2015, p.30). 

The sample was a convenience sample of three lecturers (faculty) who practice both poetry and 
mindfulness separately and together. I interviewed two lecturers who I knew and who had not 
undertaken the MSc Studies in Mindfulness programme. I got someone to interview me, so I was 
the main interviewer. the third research participant and a student on the MSc Studies Mindfulness 
programme at the time of the interviews. Naomi is an assistant professor in English specialising in 
Renaissance literature. Larry was Head of School of Informatics and Engineering and a member of 
a development team for a new technological university for Dublin at the time of the interview. I am 
an assistant professor in education development and have completed a Postgraduate Diploma in 
Studies in Mindfulness and I am a trained mindfulness teacher. 

I narrate the stories. I did a mindfulness meditation before viewing each video as a way to help me 
view the videos in a mindful and embodied way. The purpose of doing a mindfulness meditation 
before viewing a video is to “cultivate the capacity to simply listen with minimum intrusion of the 
conceptual mind and pre-formulated ideas” (Crane et al 2015, p.1106). I watched each video in 
turn, immersing myself in the video. Then I took notes with quotations to make an overview of the 
interview. Then I looked at the video again adding to my notes. I watched the video again a number 
of times noticing new things and adding to my notes.

In the following sections the narratives begin with a poem that the interviewee chose to read or 
an extract of the poem. Then the reflective stories of how they used these poems with students 
and/or staff in ways that combine poetry with mindfulness are presented. Each narrative is followed 
by a discussion of the wider educational significance of these stories recounted as recommended 
by Kim (2008), in terms of how other lecturers might adapt these approaches and the links with 
educational theories. The conclusion summarises the findings of the two explicit research questions 
as suggested by Kvale and Brickmann (2009). 
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USING MINDFUL READING TO TEACH POETRY (ANY POEM) 
TO STUDENTS AND TO CREATE EGALITARIAN SPACES FOR 
POETRY EXPLORATION 

Naomi is an assistant professor in English specialising in Renaissance literature. She uses a specific 
mindfulness practice (mindful reading) to teach poetry to literature students. Her primary aim as an 
English lecturer is to teach students to become more critical readers of poetry/literature, and for 
her mindful reading, with its focus on emotional, bodily and social responses, starts this process. 
Students then have to critically analyse the text, considering the poem’s form, its politics etc. She 
does not think mindful reading can get students to this level on its own, but it does get them closer to 
it than other pedagogical methods because it gets them to fully and openly engage with the poem, 
both as individuals and a group, and helps to develop confidence in their ability to read poetry. 

After 15 minutes of meditation with her body very still and her eyes closed, Naomi read a poem 
by Sir Philip Sydney, Sonnet 9 from Atrophil and Stella that she teaches her second year English 
students. She read it from a well-used book on a Renaissance Literature course that had some post-
its sticking out. 

Queen Virtues court, which some call Stellas face,
Prepar’d by Nature’s chiefest furniture,
Hath his front built of Alabaster pure;
Gold is the covering of that stately place.

The doore by which sometimes comes forth her Grace,
Red Porphir is, which locke of pearl makes sure:
Whose porches rich (which name of cheekes endure)
Marble mixt red and white do interlace.

The windows now through which this heav’nly guest
Looks over the world, and can find nothing such,
Which dare claime from those lights the name of best.

Of touch they are that without touch doth touch,
Which Cupid’s selfe from Beauties myne did draw:
Of touch they are, and poore I am their straw.

In describing how she had just experienced reading this poem Naomi commented that she had some 
mindful moments when reading the poem where she noticed her emotional and bodily responses to 
reading the poem.

Naomi described the way she facilitates mindfully reading this poem with her English literature 
class. She follows a well-established mindful reading practice (Barbezat and Bush, 2014, p.115, See 
Appendix 3). Firstly, she “gets her students to sit in a circle” (hands gesturing to make a circular 
movement). Then, she spends time getting students and herself to settle the body and mind. She 
explained that she needs the settling time for herself as sometimes her heart is pounding at the start 
and then she relaxes. Then she gets each of the students in turn to read a line of the poem aloud. 
Then one minute of silence. The students read the poem aloud again followed by another period 
of silence. Next the students are invited “to share a word or two about their physical or emotional 
response to the poem.” She invites them to “say anything at all” (putting arms up in the air and open) 
After this the poem is read again followed by a minute of silence and students are invited to share a 
longer response to the poem. She encourages the students to “Let the poem speak to you.” Naomi 
also shares her response in each round but does so as the last person. It involves “taking time and 
being present.”



80

Following this, when the space for poetry exploration opens up Naomi then uses this “open space” 
to get the students to think about literary form together with historical context and therefore more 
critically engage with the poem. She uses the full fifty minutes of a class to do the mindful reading 
and critical analysis of one poem. 

This approach has encouraged “deep listening” to the poem. It is a “more egalitarian way” where 
“everyone contributes” more or less to the same degree. The mindful reading of the poem, “sitting 
with the poem” facilitates students “really getting into the poem” and “ realising that the skills they 
have are more sophisticated than they thought”, rather than reading the notes about the poem first. 
This “egalitarian, more democratic ” approach means that student hear “different voices” reading the 
poem and get “different perspectives.” This way the “teacher is not the foundation of knowledge” 
and students respond and build on one another’s responses rather than the dynamic being individual 
students making responses and looking to the teacher for validation of those responses. Mindfully 
reading a poem helps students “to get there quickly and more deeply and together. We all get there.” 
(making a sweeping movement with her hands). As a teacher, she “enjoyed it.” She uses mindfulness 
as “an alternative teaching method” rather than “teaching mindfulness.” Her personal mindfulness 
practice helps her “ to be comfortable with silence” and to be aware of her own emotions.

SIGNIFICANCE
 
The wider education implications of this mindful reading approach is that most academics are not 
trained mindfulness teachers but they can facilitate the mindfully reading and exploration of a short 
text in their discipline. The protocol of instructions for mindfully reading a text (See Appendix 3) used 
by Naomi is detailed in Contemplative Practices in Higher Education (Haskell in Barbezat and Bush, 
2014, p.115). Mindful reading as opposed to speed-reading;

slows down the reader and the reading and that alone changes the student 
experience. It is a process of quiet reflection, which requires mindful attentiveness, 
a letting go of distracting thoughts and opinions to be fully in the moment with 
the text. It requires patient receptivity and an intention to go further, and it moves 
the reader into a calm awareness, allowing a more profound experience and 
understanding (Barbezat and Bush, 2014, p.113).

This approach is used not only in English literature but also in other disciplines. Naomi facilitated a 
mindful reading of this same poem with a group of lectures from different disciplines so they could 
experience this approach and adapt it for their disciplines. She noticed on this occasion how many 
related the poem to the physical surroundings of the room and hotel we were in. A science lecturer 
said she would use this approach for reading an abstract of a scientific paper with her class. I have 
facilitated lecturers reading a quotation from Freire about dialogical knowing (learning through 
discussion with others) as part of a module on curriculum design. 

A key significance of mindfully reading a text is that it is a way of operationalising the democratic 
social relations and dialogical process needed to facilitate co-elaboration and co-construction of 
knowledge (Barrett and Moore, 2011). What did Freire mean by democratic social relations and 
dialogical knowing?

What is dialogue in this way of knowing? Precisely this connection, this 
epistemological relationship, the object to be known in one place links the 
cognitive subjects leading them to reflect together on the object. Dialogue is 
the bringing together of the teacher and the student in the joint act of knowing 
and reknowing the object of study. Then instead of transferring the knowledge 
statically, as a fixed possession of the teacher, dialogue demands a dynamic 
proximation towards the object (Shor and Freire, 1987 p.10).

Moving from the practical to the conceptual, Naomi discussed how poetry is just one object for 
mindfulness and would not privilege it over other objects for mindfulness practice: “Anything can be 
mindful, mindful cookery, mindful running.” What distinguishes Naomi’s approach is that she does 
not use poems about mindfulness but uses the mindfulness practice of mindful reading to teach her 
discipline of English literature.
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In describing how he had just experienced reading this poem. Larry commented: “It cries out to me 
all the time. Spaces in the wheel is where it is useful…It would not turn without the spaces.” Larry 
elaborated how the higher education system values the spokes of the wheel but not the spaces 
between the spokes. The poem “recaptures the importance of space.”  It counters “the need to be 
always busy.” It raises the questions: “Where do we give space to learners? (hand moving outward 
and opening up) Do we encourage them to create their own spaces?” This poem counters the notion 
that “If it’s not counted it doesn’t count.” Mindfulness practice includes “valuing spaces and gaps.” 
(hands parting and opening out). In higher education this means tackling the current issue of “over-
assessment” and helping students to see “a gap in the timetable is not a bad thing” and the space 
is what they need. The spaces can be used for student and staff reflection after an assignment and 
to process their experiences. This can become “a personal transformation space.” The creation of 
these type of spaces is very important as “education is in danger of just being a transaction and the 
concept of your personal transformative space is being squeezed out.” He argues that if we allow 
that to continue “everyone will suffer, the students and the communities they return to.” 

CREATING MINDFUL SPACES FOR REFLECTION, 
PERSONAL TRANSFORMATION AND THANKS 
THROUGH READING AND WRITING POETRY 
Larry was a lecturer, Head of School of Informatics and Engineering at the then Blanchardstown 
Institiute of Technology and a member of a development team for a new technological university for 
Dublin, at the time of the interview. After practicing mindfulness meditation in silence for 15 minutes, 
Larry responded to the invitation to explaining his choice of poem The Uses of Not. For the ten-year 
anniversary of a new institution of higher education Larry was asked to put together his recollections 
of the ten years. He decided to do a personal reflection of the poems that meant the most to him 
during the ten years and why, rather than a professional procedural review. This was later published 
as a booklet entitled “Institutional Review.” It highlights that what we do as educators is about the 
body, mind and soul, not just the mind. He read one of those poems in an absorbed manner.

The Uses of Not    By Lao Tzu

Thirty spokes
Meet in the hub
Where the wheel isn’t is
Where it’s useful 
Hollowed out.                                                              
Clay makes a pot.                                                        
 Where the pot’s not    
 Is where it’s useful
 
Cut doors and windows.                            
To make a room                                 
Where the room isn’t,   
There’s a room for you

So the profit in what is
Is in the use of what isn’t

Pause and Reflect

What texts would you like to invite your students to read mindfully in class?

Figure 4:  Man Shapping Pottery
Photo by Oostdyk
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Larry chose a second poem from that booklet that resonates with him personally that he reads on 
occasion to acknowledge how people in the college are interconnected and the importance of 
saying “thanks”. The poem is Those Winter Sundays by Robert Hayden. The poem starts:

                                                                               

 

                                                                                          
He discussed how this poem challenges us to think about who we are not thanking and taking time 
to say thanks: “If you are busy, busy, taking time out to say thanks can disappear.” The poem may 
prompt the mindfulness practice of being aware, noticing and being grateful for all those who help 
us in daily life in college: the cleaners that clean the classrooms, the IT support people, the security 
staff etc. In addition to practicing mindfulness and poetry for himself, Larry said in his management 
role: “At meetings I would deliberately choose poetry or images that resonate on a personal level 
first to centre the conversation.”  

Larry then talked about another way in which poetry and mindfulness come together in the college 
was that first year students had the opportunity to work with a poet and to write and perform a 
collective poem about starting college. The writing of the poem was “a concrete, personal way 
of making space,” It was a way of saying to students: “What is in there we value.” Working on the 
collective poem was a way for students to reflect on and “ process their life experiences” and to 
share their experiences, diversity and collective strength.” Shortly after the interview these first year 
creative digital media students performed their poem Here We Come at a conference. 

Larry sees the interrelationship between poetry and mindfulness is in poetry’s distilling ability :  
“Poetry distil it down, like an essential oil, the nugget you need. There is nothing around it, no noise” 
There is “just space”. He sees a poem as a signpost: “ Where is the signpost asking you to go?”

Figure 5: The Fireplace                                                                                            
Photo by Sproule

Pause and Watch

For the text and performance of the students’ poem Here We Come see 
http://www.ahead.ie/connectedvoices 

Sundays too my father got up early
And put his clothes on in the blueback cold,                     
Then with cracked hands that ached
From labor in the weekday weather made
Banked fires blaze. No one ever thanked him.
                       



83

SIGNIFICANCE

This view of the potential of reading and writing poetry to create mindful spaces for reflection, 
personal transformation and thanks has a wider educational significance. It recognises the need 
to process the major transition experience that is the first year of college (Tinto, 1975) by providing 
spaces that have the time, media and creativity to express these lived experiences. Moreover, reading 
and writing poetry can help students to realise that they do not have to separate the personal from 
the educational and they can be encouraged to connect themselves with their learning and their 
disciplinary knowledge (Barbazet and Bush, 2014). 

Savin-Baden (2008) discusses the creation of different types of learning spaces in higher education. 
Larry’s two ways of combining mindfulness and poetry are some practical ways of doing this. These 
spaces are:    
        

1) primary spaces of reflection of thinking about experiences e.g. the daily routine   
of timetabled activities and gaps in the timetable                                                              
2) transitional spaces of responding to a challenge e.g. who am I not thanking and                                                                                                    
3) transformational spaces of collectively reflecting and naming emerging issues  
and identities e.g. in relation to being a first year student  
   

Creating spaces that prompt people to increase their gratitude is important in light of Wood et 
al’s (2010) review of 12 studies that suggests that interventions specifically designed to increase 
gratitude are effective in improving wellbeing. Larry’s stories give rise to questions for all staff in 
higher education. 

LISTENING TO POETRY TO RESONATE WITH THE NATURE OF 
MINDFULNESS AND CONNECTING WITH INNER SPACIOUSNESS, 
VALUES AND CREATIVITY.
I (Terry) am an assistant professor in education development. I have completed a Postgraduate 
Diploma in Studies in Mindfulness and I am a trained mindfulness teacher. After sitting together in 
silent mindfulness meditation with the interviewer for 15 minutes I explained my choice of poem: “It’s 
a poem I use in my own practice. I use it in my own personal practice as well as when I am guiding a 
practice.” I read the last part of Doha: Spiritual Song of Realisation by Gendun Rinpoche (undated) 
very slowly with long pauses.

Wanting to grasp the ungraspable, you exhaust yourself in vain.
As soon as you relax this grasping, space is there,
open, inviting and comfortable.

So, make use of it. All is yours already.
Don’t search any further.
Don’t go into the inextricable jungle looking for the elephant
who is already quietly at home.

Nothing to do
Nothing to force
Nothing to want
And everything happens by itself.

Pause and Reflect

What type of reflective and transformative spaces do you want to create 
in your educational context?  
How could reading, listening to, writing or performing poetry have a role 
in creating these spaces?
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Responding to how I experienced reading the poem I commented:

Sitting in silence with you and reading the poem, spaciousness is there, that is 
resonating with me now. In the middle of busyness I can feel spaciousness…
Reading the poem I could feel my chest expanding and being more spacious 
and in touch with something deep in me. It is comfortable and comforting. It is 
physically spacious and emotionally comforting and calming (putting my hand on 
my heart). 

 
The context in which I use this poem in higher education is that I coordinate a mindfulness group 
for staff in our university that meet once a week at lunchtime to do a guided mindfulness meditation 
practice together. I use mindfulness and poetry together by sometimes reading part of this poem at 
the end of a meditation, when I guide a practice with this group. The poem is “part of the practice”.
I then described how I regularly guide Lovingkindness practice (Barrett, 2015). I invite you to do this 
practice now and to listen to the poem I read at the end of the practice.

I discussed how these lines of poetry are my wish for myself and for others. I talked about how I find 
it so inspiring and that is “always calling me to tap into my inner being, values and creativity,” and 
for others “their own creativity, their own way” (moving my hand from touching my heart to moving 
outwards in an arc). This links with Heaney’s (1995, p.467) understanding of the power of poetry “to 
remind us that we are hunters and gatherers of values”. For me this poem captures the essence of 
mindfulness, that is, that it is good “to live from the inside-out.” I often read it at the end of guiding 
a Lovingkindness practice.

Pause and Practice

In Lovingkindness practice we wish happiness and wellbeing for ourselves and others. 
Become aware of your breath coming in and out. Feel yourself grounded your bum on the 
chair, your feet on this floor.
Say the following phrases silently to your self and if it suits say them on the out breath:
May I be happy.
May I be wel.l
May I be at ease.
May I take care of myself happily.

Repeat this for a few minutes.

Now bring to mind someone you have a natural warm connection with, maybe a friend or a 
family member and then repeat the following phrases for them for a few minutes:
May you be happy.
May you be well.
May you be at ease.
May you take care of yourself happily.

Then say these phrases for a group of people close to you or for a group of people you work 
with, then for someone you are having a little difficulty with and finally for all beings.

Recite the short poem Fluent by John O’ Donohue (O’Donohue, 2000, p.30).
Watch and Listen to Terry reading Fluent in Wicklow Ireland
https://www.facebook.com/themindfulnessassociation/videos/2153941074857418/

We dedicate this practice that it may result in small acts of kindness,caring, welcome and 
warmth for ourselves and for others whose lives we touch.
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In terms of the practical interrelationship between poetry and mindfulness I use poetry to capture 
some aspects of mindfulness: “I think poetry can do that.” For some people poetry is a way into 
mindfulness if someone combines mindfulness and poetry. I discussed the resonating quality of 
mindfulness:

The spaciousness and comfortableness is here (my hand on heart). The poem is 
out there (my hand moving outwards). The poem resonates with my inner being, 
my inner experience. (my hand moving from being out there to touching my heart). 
And it is inspiring me to be aware of that and to be grateful for that. 

In terms of the conceptual relationship between poetry and mindfulness both are “less is more”. 
Poetry has “no excessive words” but contains just a “nugget” to help your practice or resonate with 
“what is happening inside”. It has a “naming quality” and helps us to be in touch with our heart and 
soul. Both mindfulness and poetry have “a stripping away” quality. Both mindfulness and poetry are 
“practice-based.” Poetry is a practice “It is personal, embodied and deeply meaningful.” Both are 
about the senses and the body: “You can only experience your senses in the here and now.”   

SIGNIFICANCE

My view resonates that a poem can invite us “to connect with what is already there”. This links with 
Connelly’s (1999, p.120) view of poetry’s power to trigger our “attention to the present moment”, and 
to Ullyat’s (2011, p.128) assertion of the ability of some poems to draw us towards “Beginner’s Mind, 
Mindful Awareness and Nowness”. Poetry can be used to capture the essence of mindfulness or an 
aspect of mindfulness. O’Donohue (2000) would meet Kabat-Zinn’s (2003, p.27) criteria of a great 
poet as he prompts us to engage in deep reflection “of the intimate relationship between inner and 
outer landscapes,” with the poem Fluent. 

More widely it is important for teachers in higher education to consider the timing of the reading of 
a poem in the context of a mindfulness practice group. Research (Black, 2009, p.67) suggests that 
the timing of reading a poem at the end of a practice is effective. The end of a practice was popular 
because the participants were settled and receptive to a poem’s meaning. (Burack, 1999; Shapiro et 
al, 1998).

There is a need for mindfulness practice groups for staff as well as students in higher education. 
Mindfulness for staff can be a tool for self-care and for more student-centred reflective work with 
students and colleagues. Kernochan et al (2007, p.71) discuss how their mindfulness practice has 
“shifted them toward student-centred teaching” and becoming “more sensitive to our students”.  
Zanjonc (2013) said the following inspirational words: ”We need to calm ourselves…Open up…
Certain things begin to show themselves….We bring all of who we are to all that the world is”. 

CONCLUSION 

The first research question was: How do lecturers (faculty) use poetry and mindfulness practically 
together in higher education? The lecturers in this study used poetry and mindfulness together in 
three different ways namely 1) using mindful reading to teach poetry (any poem) to students and to 
create egalitarian spaces for poetry exploration, 2) creating mindful spaces for reflection, personal 
transformation and thanks through reading and writing poetry, and 3) listening to poetry to resonate 
with the nature of mindfulness and connecting with inner spaciousness, compassionte values and 
creativity. These approaches suggest possibilities that some faculty might wish to adapt to their 
educational contexts. For all lecturers the use of mindfulness and poetry together in professional 
contexts was linked to their personal mindfulness practice. We are aware of the limitations of 
reflecting the experiences of the interviews within the structure and somewhat hard edges of a book 
chapter. As Larry put it we “hope that the reader will be able to experience the soft edges of the acts 
of sharing poetry, the quiet moments these interactions engender and the risks of putting personal 
in public places.”  
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Reading and Listening 
to Poetry Mindfully : 
Creating Egalitarian 

Spaces for Poetry 
Exploration 

Listening to and 
Writing Poetry: 

   
Creatinng Mindful Spaces 

for Reflection, Personal 
Transformation and 

Thanks

Reading and Listening 
to Poetry: 

 
Resonating with the 

Nature of Mindfulness

Reading and Listening 
to Poetry Mindfully :

Connecting with Inner 
Spaciousness, Values 

and Creativity

Personal  
Mindfulness   

Practice

Figure 7:  A model of ways lecturers (faculty) use poetry and mindfulness practically together 
in higher education 

This model may be a generative trigger for lecturers and other educators to develop these and other 
approaches for combining poetry and mindfulness in their own contexts. 

The second research question was: What are the perceived conceptual interrelationships between 
poetry and mindfulness for lecturers (faculty) who practice both in higher education? Participants 
highlighted the particular sensual, distilling, resonating, naming, centering, inspiring and signposting 
qualities of poetry. However, one lecturer did not privilege poetry especially. She commented that 
you can do anything mindfully e.g. mindful cooking, running or poetry, and that poetry is just one of 
many possible objects for mindfulness practice. The following figure summarises these perceived 
conceptual interrelationships with quotations from the participants. 
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“literary work in which 
the expression of 
feelings and 
ideas is given 
intensity by the use 
of distinctive style 
and rhythm”

(Oxford Dictionary) 

“paying 
attention in a particular 
way: on purpose, in the 
present and non-judg-
mentally” 

(Kabat-Zinn 1994, p.4).

1) “Poetry distils 
it down, like an 
essential oil”
2) “The words of a poem 
resonate with my inner 
being”
3) Poetry is just one 
object for mindfulness.
“Anything can be 
mindful, mindful  
cookery, mindful 
running.”

Figure 8: Lecturers perceptions of the conceptual interrelationships 
                 between poetry and mindfulness

In terms of cautiousness about using mindfulness and poetry together, all three lecturers highlighted 
that it may bring up personal issues for people. In this context it is important that the purpose and 
structure of the session is clear and that people are made aware of the resources they have within 
themselves and the wider supports and resources available on campus.

Lecturers’ initiatives in creating new spaces through combining poetry and mindfulness, and the 
wider social context of national and international developments in contemplative pedagogies, 
played interrelated roles in lecturers’ meaning-making of these initiatives. They linked these 
initiatives to “contemplative pedagogies” and Daniel Barbezat who gave a keynote and workshop 
in Ireland (ICEP 2015; Barbezat and Bush, 2014). The research questions were explored in ways 
that made connections between the stories of the interviewees and wider educational practices 
in different higher education contexts. These stories of using poetry and mindfulness together in 
higher education contexts in Ireland to create new spaces is part of world-wide developments in the 
growth of the use of mindfulness and contemplative pedagogies in higher education (Barbazet and 
Bush, 2014). I see my role in promoting contemplative ways of knowing through combining poetry 
and mindfulness as part of the return phase of my journey as a mindful hero. Contemplative ways of 
knowing can powerfully complement rational-scientific ways of knowing for students and staff.

The contemplative mind is opened and activated through a wide range of 
approaches-from pondering to poetry to meditation - that are designed to quiet 
and shift the habitual forms of chatter of the mind to cultivate a capacity for 
deepened awareness, concentration and insight (Hart, 2004, p.29).

POETRY              MINDFULNESS            
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FURTHER RESOURCES

Mary Oliver reads Wild Geese
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lv_4xmh_WtE

Mindfulness Poetry for Transformation
Mindful Living Programs
A collection of poems with mindfulness themes
http://www.mindfullivingprograms.com/resources_poetry.php
Sharon Salzberg’s website
This includes guided audio and video mindfulness, compassion and Lovingkindness 
meditation practices
www.sharonsalzberg.com
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Appendixes
Appendix 1 Guest House by Rumi 
Appendix 2 Interview Guide
Appendix 3 Protocol of Instructions for mindfully reading a text ( Haskell in Barbezat and 
Bush, 2014. p. 115).

Appendix 1 The Guest House by Rumi
 
This being human is a guest house.
Every morning a new arrival.
A joy, a depression, a meanness,
some momentary awareness comes
as an unexpected visitor.
Welcome and entertain them all!
Even if they are a crowd of sorrows,
who violently sweep your house
empty of its furniture,
still, treat each guest honorably.
He may be clearing you out
for some new delight.
The dark thought, the shame, the malice.
meet them at the door laughing and invite them in.
Be grateful for whatever comes.
because each has been sent
as a guide from beyond.

Appendix 2 Interview Guide

1. As I mentioned before I thought we would start by sitting in meditation in silence together 
to settle ourselves, clear some space and arrive at this interview
2. Would you like to begin by reading a poem or two through which you have made 
connections between poetry and mindfulness?
3. What is your experience of reading the poem now?
4. How do you use this poem with students or staff?
5. How do you use poetry and mindfulness together in higher education?
6. What is your sense of the practical interrelationships between poetry and mindfulness?
7. What are you cautious comments (if any) about issues in combining poetry and 
mindfulness in higher education?
8. What for you are the conceptual interrelationships between poetry and mindfulness?
9. Any other comments, about poetry and mindfulness, this interview or anything else. 

Appendix 3 Protocol of Instructions for mindfully reading a text David G Haskell in (Barbezat 
and Bush, 2014. p.115).

• Sit quietly and relax your minds and bodies for one minute
• Read aloud, slowly the entire text, each person reading one or two sentences, ‘passing 
along’ the reading to the left to the next reader
• One minute of silence and reflection
• One person reads aloud a short passage that is chosen in advance
• Another minute of silence and reflection
• Each person shares a word or short phrase in response to the reading-just give voice to the 
word without  explanation or discussion
• Another person reads the short passage
• One minute of silence and reflection
• Each person shares a a longer response to the text- a sentence or two. All listen attentively 
to one another without correcting or disputing
• Another person reads the short passage one last time, followed by another minute of 
silence


