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Mindfulness is the process of becoming 
consciously aware of our present experience, the
practice of which may facilitate choice over
our actions rather than automatic reacting. 
Lyn Mooneydescribes the therapeutic uses of
mindfulness and the success of a mindfulness
group for students run at Portsmouth University

The Portsmouth University 
counselling service has a strong
tradition of providing a range of

groups for students. These have included
a long-term psychotherapy group, a
bereavement group and short-term
focused groups on deadlines, stress 
and anxiety, relationships, and eating.
As a new venture during the past year 
we decided to offer an eight-week
mindfulness group and the response
was so positive we ran another the 
following semester.

What is mindfulness?
Mindfulness has been described as
•simply the art of conscious living, a
practical way of being more in touch
with the fullness of your being, through
a systematic process of self-observation,
self-enquiry, and mindful action. It 
provides a simple but powerful route
for getting ourselves unstuck, back in
touch with our own wisdom and vitality.•1

Mindfulness is awareness of the 
sensations in our bodies, our thoughts,
feelings and experiences in the present
moment, accepting them as they are,
without judgment. When we are mindful
it is possible to make skilful choices
rather than reacting automatically.

All of us can find ourselves getting
caught up in automatic pilot, swept

away in a current of thoughts and 
feelings related to the past or future.
The aim of meditation is to bring our
attention back to the present, perhaps
using a focus on the breath as an
•anchor• when-ever we notice our
attention has drifted off into streams
of thought, worries, feelings or general
lack of awareness2. So as soon as we
recognise that we have become caught
up in something else we simply bring
our attention back to the present, time
and time again. 

Therapeutic uses of 
mindfulness
Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction
(MBSR) was developed over the course
of 20 years by Jon Kabat-Zinn and 
his colleagues at the University of
Massachusetts medical centre1,3,4. The
eight-week group-based programme
was designed to treat stress and pain
with patients when conventional 
medical treatments had been exhausted.
Research findings showed reductions in
medical and psychological symptoms
in a wide range of medical diagnoses
on completion of the course and for
up to four years of the follow up.

A further development, Mindfulness
Based Cognitive Therapy (MBCT), arose
when Segal, Williams and Teasdale5
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visited Kabat-Zinn’s stress reduction
clinic and adapted the programme to
address the problem of relapse and
chronic depression. Their eight-session
programme was closely modelled on
MBSR while integrating elements of
cognitive therapy. 

Developing mindfulness
groups at Portsmouth
My own interest in mindfulness has
been developing over time. I attended
a two-day introductory course at
Bangor University, which led me to
consider the benefits students could
gain from training in mindfulness in a
group setting. It is generally accepted
that group leaders need to be using
mindfulness in their own lives so they
can embody ‘from the inside’ the 
attitudes they invite participants to
cultivate and adopt5. It is essential to
experience the stress and difficulty 
of fitting meditation practice into a
busy life to appreciate how hard it is
for the students.

Wanting to pursue mindfulness 
further and consolidate my own daily
meditation practice, I took the very
useful eight-week distance-learning
course at Bangor. This course follows
the same format as the one we offer
although this one is done alone, with the
support of weekly telephone tutorials.
This enabled me to establish and 
integrate my own meditation practice,
which was a struggle.

An interesting coincidence was that
Nicky Mitchell, a cognitive behavioural
therapist who had been developing 
her experience and knowledge of
mindfulness, had just joined the team.
Discussions followed to plan the group,
which was to integrate the MBCT format3

and the eight-week Bangor course.
Team member Heather Lyons, an 
experienced group analyst aware of 
the difficulties of running groups in
higher education, offered supervision.

It seemed an opportunity was arising
to integrate several traditions: mindful-
ness, CBT, group analysis and integrative
therapy. I found it interesting to be
focusing on a more cognitive approach
than I would normally use in groups,
although I am familiar with it as a 
practitioner of cognitive analytic therapy.

Advertising and recruiting
We had some attractive posters printed
advertising the group as Stress Reduction
through Awareness: An eight-week
Mindfulness Course. They were 
distributed to focal points around the
university with leaflets giving more
detailed information and contact 
information. We also discussed the
group with our team and shared our
need for referrals. We thought that
those long-term clients who had done
some work on their individual issues
and would like to move on into a
group situation would be appropriate.

The service has usually struggled to
recruit sufficient students to run a
group in the first few weeks of term.
We were surprised and delighted to
receive a flow of self- and some 
colleague-referrals from more than 20
students in three weeks. These included
international, EU and home students
from all years including postgraduates
and a broad age range.

An individual assessment appointment
was offered to each student to explain
the commitment involved. This allowed
us to decide together if the group
would be appropriate for them, assess
their suitability and give them the
opportunity to decide if they wished
to proceed. (We considered students
who had severe depression or were
currently expressing serious suicidal
thoughts to be unsuitable for the
group.) We stressed the necessity of a
commitment to attend regularly and
also the time and discipline that would
be necessary for meditating for 45 
minutes six days a week and completing
other short homework tasks. 

We are in the valuable situation of
being able to offer counselling before,
during or after the group according to
the student’s needs. We made it clear
that issues could arise due to the nature
of the group, but as it is not a therapy
group individual counselling is available
to address these issues. This is not offered
by either of the group facilitators, as
that could affect the group dynamics. 

Supervision of the group
facilitation 
The fortnightly supervision provided 
a containing space for us as group 

facilitators to talk and think about all
aspects of the life of the group. We
started each supervision session with a
brief meditation, which was surprisingly
powerful in the midst of the ordinary
tensions and distractions of a busy 
university environment. It helped to
focus discussion, ground anxiety and
support our working in the group. 

Through discussion we could explore
unconscious material and deepen our
understanding of the group process.
Often nothing more was required, but
if material needed to be addressed in
the mindfulness group, we were then
prepared to manage this. Dynamic
administration, such as writing letters
to follow up absences, is important in
its own right to ensure the containing
boundaries of the group, but it is also
helpful to recognise the unconscious
meanings of these communications. 

What we did in the group
Twelve students were recruited for
each of the two groups and after the
initial weeks when a couple dropped
out, the majority attended regularly
and informed us of any absences
resulting from their commitments.

Each session started with a meditation,
followed by participants’ feedback
about their experiences of meditation
practice over the past week. The theme
of each week varied, for example:
recognising thoughts are not facts;
acceptance and caring for oneself; and
mindfulness practice incorporating
yoga, mindful walking, mindful eating
and mindful breathing. We always 
finished with a brief meditation so
everyone could leave mindfully.

We tried to develop a sense of open-
ness and curiosity, and encouraged the
students to share what they experienced
during meditation. The two groups 
differed in their responses, with the
second being less talkative. Consequently
we gradually introduced more sharing
in pairs, rather than as a whole group,
which encouraged greater participation.

Evaluation
We formulated a simple evaluation form
to gain feedback at the end of courses.
The majority were returned and everyone
had found it either ‘very’ or ‘extremely’
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useful, with each commenting on something they had
integrated into their everyday lives. Some felt they had
become more accepting of their feelings and no longer
believed they had to change them. Others discovered
that thoughts were not facts and that they could
make choices and have some control over them. They
appreciated the time for themselves that mindfulness
provided, and believed it improved their quality of life
and cultivated a sense of dignity.

Everyone struggled with the demands of the daily
meditation practice and the participants found it 
particularly hard at times when the academic pressure
was intense. Others said that it had improved their
ability to focus and manage their exam anxiety better. 

We now have access to several self-report measures
for the assessment of mindfulness and we are interested
how they will add to the evaluation of future groups.

Conclusions
Some students experience high levels of stress trying to
cope with considerable academic and social pressures.
We have many students who come to the counselling
service with high levels of anxiety and depression. We
believe that mindfulness groups have a place in higher
education, as one way to address these issues – 
certainly it appears that those who attended our groups
benefited. Group members actively sought out the
group, as they are accustomed to experimenting with
new and challenging ways to learn. 

The value of a mindfulness group rather than an 
individual format is the reassurance of trying some-
thing new with the support of your peers and 
discovering others are struggling too and that you 
are normal and not alone. Of course, mindfulness is
more a way of life than an eight-week course. We do
not know to what extent participants will continue 
to practise mindfulness, but perhaps we have ‘sown 
a seed’. ■

Lyn Mooney is a counsellor at Portsmouth University.
lyn.mooney@port.ac.uk

References

1 Kabat-Zinn J. Wherever you go, there you are: mindfulness
meditation in everyday life. Hyperion; 1994.

2 North Wales Centre for Research in Mindfulness at the
University of Bangor. www.bangor.ac.uk/mindfulness

3 Kabat-Zinn J. Full catastrophe living: how to cope with
stress, pain and illness using mindfulness meditation. Piatkus;
1990.

4 Kabat-Zinn J. Coming to our senses. Piatkus; 2004.

5 Segal Z, Williams M, Teasdale J. Mindfulness based 
cognitive therapy for depression. A new approach to 
preventing relapse. The Guildford Press; 2002.

When there is no enemy within, the enemy without can do
you no harm. (African proverb)

Haven’t done anything on your essay or dissertation lately?
Maybe you are just too busy, or your supervisor/tutor
has not been very helpful, or you picked the wrong

topic, or you never were a good writer? Maybe you are worried
you will never finish your thesis despite all the years and all
the money that you have tied up in this degree? 

What I have found in talking with students is that pressure
from the inner critic is what often blocks you from taking

Counselling and psychological
theory is not only applicable to
solving psychological ‘problems’, it
can also provide tips and strategies
for dealing with the ordinary 
challenges of university life such
as the stress management skills
described elsewhere in this issue.
This article aimed at students
explains why ‘disarming the inner
critic’ is a crucial skill for writing
essays as well as dissertations…
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