Holly Hughes, Edmonds Community College
Teaching Activity:  Reading and Writing Poetry as  Contemplative Activities 

Introduction/Context
Twenty years ago, when I first began teaching in the English department at Edmonds Community College, I proposed that we offer genre-specific classes in creative writing as humanities electives.  As I designed the courses and began teaching the poetry classes, I came to appreciate the opportunity to connect with my students not just on an intellectual level, but on a heart level, too.  I was grateful for the opportunity to share another way of knowing with them, a way that seems to encourage contemplative practice, and came to believe that teaching students to read and write poetry could be considered a contemplative practice in itself.  Over the years, I’ve continued to find that reading and writing poetry allows students to engage both head and heart—and that the most powerful poems are those that are able to do this effectively.  This realization began to affect how I teach students to read poetry in my composition classes, where I find that students are often terrified of reading poetry, of not “getting” it, having been taught that poems are complicated codes that must be “cracked” to have the meaning wrung out of them.  I’m reminded of Billy Collins’ poem, “Introduction To Poetry:” 
“I ask them to take a poem  

and hold it up to the light  

like a color slide   

or press an ear against its hive.   

I say drop a mouse into a poem  

and watch him probe his way out,   

or walk inside the poem's room  

and feel the walls for a light switch.   

I want them to waterski  

across the surface of a poem  

waving at the author's name on the shore.   

But all they want to do  

is tie the poem to a chair with rope  

and torture a confession out of it.   

They begin beating it with a hose  

to find out what it really means.”
To counteract their tendency to “murder to dissect”, I began using a version of the time-honored process of contemplative reading, or Lectio Divina. (See Lectio Divina for more specific instructions).  I also began putting my students into small groups and asking them read aloud to each other, following a series of questions to reflect on what they think the poem might be saying, how it makes them feel, and only then, beginning to analyze how the poem works.   My students told me that rather than feel intimidated, they began to enjoy poetry and wanted to read more.  I gave them reading lists of my favorite poets, which are often contemplative in nature, poets such as Rumi, Rilke, Mary Oliver, Jane Hirshfield, Jane Kenyon, Theodore Roethke and William Stafford.  Soon, many of those students were signing up to take my poetry writing class.   

I follow a similar strategy in the Writing Poetry class. The first week of the quarter, we talk about what makes a poem effective—and together we’ll come up with the idea that poems speak to us on many levels. I follow that with a video from The Power of the Word series hosted by journalist Bill Moyers which features an interview with Robert Bly as he demonstrates how a poem reaches not just the head but the heart by reading his poems aloud several times accompanied by music , which the students like.   

Since reading poetry puts us into a contemplative frame of mind, I frequently open class with a reading of a poem, then assign a short freewrite in response to the poem, perhaps taking a line that’s especially effective or resonant to repeat. I’ll ask my students to sit in silence for a few minutes after hearing the poem to let the poem reach them, head & heart, as Bly suggests, then encourage them to write for 10 minutes in response.   When the students share their freewrites, we just listen and affirm them; we don’t offer suggestions.  I encourage students to respond to the lines that resonated for them, and model that by mentioning the lines or images I found memorable.  Because the 50 minute class period passes so quickly, I’m not able to spend as much time in silence as I’d like, but I’ve found these brief periods of silence do enrich my students’ understanding and appreciation of poetry. 

Over the last 10 years, because the enrollments are stronger, I’ve primarily been teaching poetry online.  It’s been challenging to come up with ways to incorporate contemplative activities into the online environment, but seems important to do so, and I’m still figuring out how best to do this. I’m posting the Poetry of Witness assignment that incorporates a contemplative activity in the process of writing the poem.  I’ve only tried this once, but the end-of-the-quarter feedback from students is that they appreciated the contemplative activity and felt that it strengthened their poem.   Next time, I intend to add more specific reflection questions to submit with the assignment, and to find more opportunities to incorporate contemplative practice throughout the online course.  

Materials: 

Lectio Divina handout 

Poetry of Witness assignment

Sample poems:  Lucien Stryck’s “Cherries” 

David Wagoner’s “An Address to Weyerhaeuser, the Tree-Growing Company” 

Sample student poems   

Other Resources: 

Bill Moyers, The Power of the Word series: “The Simple Acts of Life”   

Bibliography 

