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Building Just Communities

F

or this special issue, we were guided by the theme in the Call for Papers:
How can contemplative approaches nurture more ethical, compassionate, and
socially just communities in higher education in a way that recognizes and
honors differences with a commitment to the common flourishing of all? We received a wide spectrum of inspiring research and reflections that illustrate the
components and means for creating more socially just communities through contemplative practices.
All the articles we chose provide pedagogical tools and evidence of positive
impacts on inner awareness as well as the sense of connectedness either in the
classroom, amongst faculty and staff, or across universities and related communities
in their geographic area. With respect to the impacts of contemplative practices
more specifically related to socially just communities, you will find innovative examples in this journal. Kevin Healey provides critical-historical context for the music
of John Cage and John Coltrane that focuses on issues of sexual and racial identity.
Mary Keator, Warren J. Savage, Alessa Foley, Matthew Furtado, Hibo Hussein, Meytal
Raikhman, and Jessica Gray share an interfaith dialogue that explores the art of listening as contemplative practice for building socially just communities amongst diverse
faculty and Christian, Jewish, and Muslim students. Kakali Bhattacharya and Meaghan
Cochrane create an understanding of self, self in relation to others, and understanding social structures of oppression as manifested through un/earned privileges.
Although some articles are more explicitly about social justice, they all provide
tools and evidence that contemplative practices strengthen the foundations for
social justice: awareness and connectedness. Karen Ragoonaden examines the similarities between mindfulness practices and traditional teachings of First Nations,
Inuit, and Métis First Peoples of Canada. Carey Marie Noland, Cigdem Talgar, Jesica
Speed-Wiley, and Jacob Depue demonstrate how a simple and intentional gratitude
practice build shared experience and positive impacts on student learning, student
happiness, and relationships amongst the whole class. Jane Compson explores how
incorporating contemplative practices into online courses cultivates community
in cyberspace. Laura Biagi introduces contemplative practices in an Italian Studies
course on Dante’s Paradise to create holistic learning experiences and group sharing that transcends cultural boundaries.
With such variety, we must return to the basic question, what is contemplative practice? Ameena Batada, Keith Chichester, Melissa J. Himelein, and Richard
Chess explicitly explore how contemplative practices are already happening in our
classrooms without being named as such. They ask if finding out about them might
elucidate opportunities to support faculty in deepening and expanding current efforts. In their reflection, Donald McCown and Josie Billington show their use of text
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to create ethical spaces that create community. In a sensitive dialogue of letters to
each other they explain how they create what they call “atmosphere,” although
their contemplative methods are very different. Through their discussion on creating atmosphere, we discover that we are always sharing spaces, yet we do not always
perceive that as something we do and create together. Coming to know these spaces and how we occupy them is about social justice.
Though contemplative practices have been present for millennia within numerous cultures and religions, this is still a new field in contemporary higher education.
Not all the questions suggested in the call for papers were explicitly addressed. For
example, there were no manuscripts that referred to campus labor unions and none
that explicitly addressed “transforming white guilt and fragility into responsibility
and resilience.” Yet there were clearly implications for how such questions may be
addressed. Campus labor unions could easily become included in the far-reaching,
inter-institutional collaborative described by Lisa Napora. And the study on the
development of social and emotional competence by Emily Scida and Jill Jones could
be expanded from the general focus on stress to include transformative experiences of guilt and fragility.
From such variety, we see that the Tree of Contemplative Practices on the
Contemplative Mind web site has flowers and fruit not shown in the picture. In
several of the studies mentioned above, readers see how exploring inner narratives
reshapes people’s relationships to systemic issues. We move from the impacts of
contemplative practices on individual learning to the impacts on social identities
and emerging communities in higher education. Another over-arching paper is that
of Linda Coutant and Karen Caldwell, who break down the component parts of
creating a mindful campus. They argue, and illustrate to an extent, that to realize
deep institutional changes, contemplative practices used within the classroom need
to be supported by physical spaces and places for contemplative practices to occur;
organizational structures (e.g., learning communities and meditation clubs); financial
structures (e.g., grants and professorates); and communication networks throughout the institution.These institutional changes become the embodiment and means
to integrate contemplative practices in the curricula and pedagogies that faculty,
staff, and students develop.
We recognize the need for more research, research that meets the rigorous
requirements of academia without becoming reductionist. We hope this issue stimulates an interest in mixed methods research combining qualitative and quantitative
measures, longitudinal studies, and even deeper personal reflection. We have a long
way to go, yet we believe the inspiration and determination of these authors augurs
well for more socially just communities in higher education.
*********
Trudy Sable
David Sable
Co-Editors

The Journal of Contemplative Inquiry, 4(1). (2017). © The Center for Contemplative Mind in Society.
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From Cage to Coltrane:
(Un)popular Music as Contemplative
Practice
Kevin Healey				
University of New Hampshire		
For an upper-level Media Studies seminar, I developed two complimentary case studies
that explore the relationship between music, identity, and contemplative practice. The
first focuses on avant-garde composer John Cage, whose work incorporates ideas from
Zen Buddhism, Indian philosophy, and the I Ching.The second focuses on jazz composer
John Coltrane, whose “free jazz” approach harnesses the power of group improvisation
as a technique for spiritual exploration. The juxtaposition of Cage and Coltrane’s work
accomplishes a few important pedagogical tasks. First, it allows students to explore the
ways in which the composition and performance of popular music serve as a form of
contemplative practice. Second, it highlights the similarities and differences in various
historical struggles for equality among sexual and racial minorities, and the role of contemplative practice in those struggles. (Cage was gay and Coltrane was African-American). Students are encouraged to draw connections to recent LGBTQ and racial justice
activism. Third, it shows how the constraints of a consumer economy can enhance, but
also hinder, the quest for spiritual meaning and authenticity. Such commercial pressures
can impact the ongoing development of contemplative practices, shaping their long-term
socio-cultural impact. If executed well, with proper contextualization, the lessons and
in-class contemplative exercises described here may enhance students’ appreciation of
music composition and performance as forms of contemplative practice with socially
transformative potential.

INTRODUCTION

F

or an upper-level Media Studies seminar titled “Media, Religion, and Culture,”
I developed two complimentary case studies that invite students to explore
the relationship between music, identity, and contemplative practice. These
case studies, which focus on issues of sexual and racial identity in mid-twentieth
century United States, serve as early and prescient examples of “quest culture”—
that is, the individualized and mass-mediated search for identity and meaning that
emerged during the latter half of the century, and which continues today.
I have two goals in describing these lessons. First, I aim to provide some critical-historical context for contemporary scholarship on contemplative practice.
Second, I intend to provide pedagogical tools that other teachers can use to familiarize students with the individual and social benefits of contemplative practice.
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The lessons I have developed include a combination of lecture and discussion
interspersed with multimedia-based exercises. The central pedagogical moments
involve the juxtaposition of aesthetically jarring musical compositions with images
of civil rights protests. As described below, I have structured these in-class exercises as a form of contemplative pedagogy. As Barbezat and Bush (2014) explain,
contemplative modes of learning move beyond abstract lectures and discussions
to include “an experiential sense of the material” which facilitates deeper understanding as well as a holistic integration of the material into students’ day-to-day
lives (pp. 83-84). The exercises engage students on an emotional, intuitive level.
But we connect with emotions for a purpose, not for the sake of entertainment
or distraction. Intention matters, and here the goal for students is an enhanced
appreciation of music composition and performance as forms of contemplative
practice with socially transformative potential.
In these exercises I employ a combination of two contemplative methods:
deep listening and beholding (Barbezat and Bush, 2014, pp. 137-158). These methods leverage students’ sense of hearing and sight, respectively, to catalyze insight
and understanding. Before conducting the more sophisticated exercises described
below, instructors may wish to review and perform the introductory exercises
that Barbezat and Bush describe in their chapter on these methods. With regard
to deep listening, key concepts include “mindfulness of sound,” which prioritizes
individual attention, and “bearing witness,” which encourages understanding of
others (pp. 139-140). Beholding, meanwhile, cultivates “a contemplative way of
seeing” or a way of “being with images” that complements text-based learning
(149). While the latter is linear and abstract, “when we look at an image, we see it
all at once, as a whole” (149). Beholding thus includes an attention to one’s emotional and physical responses to an image, with the effect of encouraging “appreciation and relatedness rather than abstraction and distancing”—a technique that
Cage himself advocated in articulating his views about art (pp. 149-150).
The first case study is focused on avant-garde composer John Cage, who is
widely known for his “prepared piano” compositions and his 1952 silent piece
4’33”. Cage’s work incorporates ideas from Zen Buddhism, Indian philosophy, and
the Chinese I Ching. A gay man living during the pre-Stonewall era in the United
States, Cage’s compositions and lectures reflect an effort to integrate spirituality
and musical composition in the context of social oppression and discrimination
(Katz, 1999).
The second case study is focused on jazz composer John Coltrane, who is
highly regarded for his technical mastery and well-known for his controversial
“free jazz” experimentation. His composition A Love Supreme, considered a masterpiece among jazz musicians, demonstrates his method of harnessing the power
of group improvisation as a technique for spiritual exploration and expression. An
African-American man living during the tumultuous civil rights movement in the

FROM CAGE TO COLTR ANE

9

U.S., Coltrane’s approach was “a highly spiritual social philosophy based on the
potential of black music to alter social orientations and value structures” (Sidran,
1981, p. 140). His work also draws from African traditions, Indian philosophy, and
his family’s Christian background (both of his grandfathers were ministers in the
African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church).
Though there are important differences between Cage and Coltrane, the
similarity between these composers’ lives and work provides an entrance point
for a discussion about important shifts in religious and media institutions in the
twentieth-century. In my seminar, I frame these two figures’ work as indicative
of the relative decline of institutional religion and the emergence of what Roof
(1999) calls “quest culture” and the “spiritual marketplace.” The former is an individually-focused search for meaning and purpose, generally outside the bounds
of traditional religious institutions. Importantly, engagement with popular media
and consumer culture plays an important role in this quest. The term “spiritual
marketplace” thus refers to the confluence of religious practice and consumer culture, and the proliferation of choices for religious “consumers”—which practices
to adopt, which congregation(s) to join, and which popular media to consume
(books, music, television shows, etc.). I have found that these concepts resonate
well with students, in all likelihood because the individual search for spiritual identity continues and indeed is intensified today in the context of personalized (and
highly commercialized) social media networks.
The juxtaposition of Cage and Coltrane’s work accomplishes a few important
pedagogical tasks. First, it allows students to explore the ways in which musical
composition and performance may serve as a form of spiritual practice that enables an experience of transcendence. This first task resonates well with many
students who are fans of, or are at least familiar with, contemporary “jam band”
culture—a musical genre emphasizing improvisation and the community-building
aspects of live performance. Indeed, many popular bands like Dave Matthews or
Phish, and their predecessors like the Grateful Dead, explicitly credit Coltrane’s
improvisational experimentation as inspirational (Cage’s legacy also resonates
with contemporary musicians, as noted in the sections that follow). While they
are more aesthetically accessible and therefore more commercially successful than
either Cage or Coltrane, today’s jam bands are nevertheless similar in their eagerness to leverage the “transformational capacities of musical expression” to “enliven collective consciousness”—a process which usually emerges spontaneously
through of interactions between musicians and audiences (Sarath, 2013, p. 103).
For these contemporary bands, as well as for Cage and Coltrane, the extensive use of improvisation encourages musicians and audiences to engage the tensions between harmony and dissonance, silence and noise. In fact, Zajonc (2014)
argues that the effectiveness contemplative pedagogy hinges on the creation of
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“conditions, practices, and capacities” that foster “the ability to engage with paradox or contradiction” (19-20). As discussed below, Cage and Coltrane refused
the conventions of popular music and challenged listeners to question their own
preconceptions about where music ends and noise begins—to hold both concepts
in the same moment, if not to transcend such distinctions altogether. As one of my
students wrote in a post-graduation letter, “the lively discussion about what qualifies as music” in our seminar was among the few lessons she “will never forget.”
Such discussions are lively precisely because Cage and Coltrane’s musical irreverence was inextricable from their engagement with social struggles against homophobia and racism, respectively. As Orr (2014) argues, contemplative practices
can “help one to abandon dysfunctional concepts and discourses, for instance,
those of racism, sexism, and homophobia, but it can also help loosen the hold of
habitual and conditioned responses to any sort of material—a poem, a social or
political idea” (p. 33). In other words, by challenging students to rethink their understanding of what counts as music, the following exercises encourage students
to bear witness to, and to empathize with, a range of social struggles with which
they may be unfamiliar.
Second, it highlights the similarities and differences in various historical struggles for equality among sexual and racial minorities, and the role of contemplative
practice in those struggles. As indicated in the lesson plans below, students are
specifically encouraged to draw connections to recent LGBTQ activism across the
globe (including, for example, the often violent backlash in Moscow and, more recently, Chechnya) as well as racial justice activism in the U.S. and elsewhere, from
protests in Ferguson, Missouri to Black Lives Matter events in Canada and Europe.
Third, it shows how the constraints of a consumer economy (specifically the
commercial music industry) can enhance, but also hinder, the quest for spiritual
meaning and authenticity. Both Cage and Coltrane produced work that did not
fit within the constraints of the commercial music industry. As described below,
the anti-commercial spirit of their work is reflected in contemporary events like
Cage against the Machine—a multi-artist “cover” version of Cage’s 4’33” that
functioned as a protest against the cultural dominance of reality talent shows like
The X Factor (Service, 2010). Importantly, such commercial pressures can likewise
impact the ongoing development of contemplative practices, shaping their longterm socio-cultural impact (Healey, 2015, pp. 956-958).
A NOTE ON CULTURAL APPROPRIATION

It is worth noting that both composers’ work draws heavily from non-Western traditions, raising concerns about cultural appropriation. Such concerns have served
as the focus of extended discussions within contemplative scholarship. At the 2013
meeting of the Association for Contemplative Mind in Higher Education, for ex-
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ample, attendees discussed the central theme of “Integrity of Practice” by asking
how Euro-American practitioners might draw from Buddhist or Hindu practices
in a manner that preserves their ethical and moral core. For his part, scholar-musician Ed Sarath (2013, p. 241) argues that an “Integral” approach to performance
and composition will necessarily draw from African, Indian, and other traditions
insofar as these traditions exemplify an “understanding of music as the manifestation of the primordial sounds that original deep in consciousness” (p. 241).
While Sarath (2013) focuses on jazz (and especially Coltrane), he suggests
that Integral composition in any form will involve “rich syncretic tendencies” that
move beyond established genres or traditions on the way to a global consciousness (p. 249). Nevertheless he acknowledges that such tendencies are ethically
fraught. Cage’s ethnocentric characterization of Western classical music as the
more “serious” art form from which jazz originated is a case in point (quoted in
Sarath, 2013, p. 279). In fact, Cage specifically avoided the term “improvisation” in
favor of “indeterminacy” in an effort to distance himself from what Sarath (2013)
describes as “Afrological improvisatory practice” (p. 280).
Such concerns notwithstanding, I maintain that the central issue here is a not
appropriation per se, but the ethics thereof (see Healey 2015b, p. 76). Too often,
adopters extract the individual dimensions of contemplative practice while ignoring the socio-political implications of its overarching ethical philosophy. Without
proper attention to the structural sources of suffering, contemplative practices
may simply serve as stress-reduction techniques for a privileged elite. Thus some
practitioner-critics describe misappropriation in corporate or military contexts
as “a kind of asset stripping” that amounts to “taking the fruit while killing the
root” (Healey, 2015a, p. 953). The key to maintaining the integrity of any practice
is to acknowledge both its individual and social dimensions. While contemplative
practices are effective in uprooting habitual thought patterns and cultivating selfless action among individuals, focus on such personal benefits must not displace
collective attention to the transformation of social institutions whose dominant
ideologies tend to entrench socio-economic inequality (Brazier, 2015; quoted in
Healey, 2015a, p. 953). As Zajonc (2014) argues, the final goal of contemplative
pedagogy is the cultivation of “moral or altruistic action supported by compassion practices” (p. 27). Without this moral dimension, such practices may simply
“remain barren or even harmful” (p. 27). By focusing on their work as exemplary
models of contemplative practice, I do not mean to suggest that Cage or Coltrane are beyond reproach. Their work is ethically fraught, as Sarath (2013) notes.
Nevertheless, on the whole the body of their work served in their time, and has
since served, to inspire attention to the social suffering and motivate listeners to
catalyze social transformation.
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THE EMERGENCE OF QUEST CULTURE

Before tackling the case studies of Cage and Coltrane, I begin with at least one full
class period focused on the emergence, over the course of the twentieth century,
of what Roof (1999) calls “quest culture” and the “spiritual marketplace.” I generally assume little knowledge on the part of my students with regard to American
religious and cultural history, and therefore the first lesson follows a traditional
lecture format. In addition to Roof’s work, Robert Wuthnow’s (1998) book After
Heaven: Spirituality in American Since the 1950’s is also helpful, and I include it as
recommended reading.
I begin this lecture with a summary of developments in the early twentieth
century—namely the divide that arose between liberal Protestantism and fundamentalism. This early history appears counter-intuitive from the perspective of
today’s progressive political movements, which generally regard market capitalism
with justifiable skepticism. In fact, the Social Gospel movement of the early twentieth century was primarily an attempt to redeem market capitalism from within,
viewing the work of churches through the lens of business enterprise and incorporating techniques from the emerging advertising industry (Moore, 1994, p. 213).
Figures like Walter Rauschenbusch were among a “prophetic minority” of liberals
who sensed that social progress was not at all inevitable and therefore sought
immediate structural reform or “social salvation” (Hutchinson, 1976, pp. 150-151).
Fundamentalism developed in part as a reaction to the liberal Protestantism’s emphasis on bureaucracy and rationality, focusing instead on individual salvation and
the rejection of popular culture. Theologians like Richard Niebuhr tried to seek a
middle ground, but the fallout from this division included a decline in attendance
at mainline churches (e.g. Presbyterians, Episcopalians, United Church of Christ,
and United Methodists). Many congregants continued to attend out of habit but
felt disconnected from their churches’ underlying goals, or they shared those goals
but felt that traditional institutions failed to express of fulfill them properly (Roof,
1999, p. 62). As Wuthnow (1998) suggests, religious believers moved from “dwelling” within traditional institutions to “seeking” spiritual experience and meaning
elsewhere.
In some cases, new forms of practice such as Pentecostalism (which emerged
in Los Angeles in the early 1900s) represented a return of emotion and an appreciation for mystery in religious practice. This is worth mentioning since the Pentecostal practice of glossolalia or “speaking in tongues” shares a phenomenological
resonance with the “free jazz” experimentation of Coltrane. (As noted below, the
latter consists of a combination of quickly executed melodic runs, along with cries
or shrieks amplified by Coltrane’s saxophone). In fact, both Cage and Coltrane
focused on creating cathartic emotional experiences, direct perception of the sacred, and a mystical (or at least mysterious) engagement with chance operations
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and improvisation—what Cage called “indeterminacy.” Overall, the development
of quest culture as described by Roof (1999, pp. 62-63) stemmed from a kind of
“wholeness hunger”—an effort to overcome the fractured nature of modern life
by reintegrating aspects of one’s life and self.
By the mid-twentieth century and beyond, conservatives and liberals alike
wholeheartedly entered this questing mode—although in different ways. Evangelicals employed a creative use of music and performance in their church services,
and focused on the individual’s relationship with Jesus as a source of personal salvation. A similarly individualistic and experientially-focused approach among progressives is evidenced by the emergence of the counter-culture in the 1960s. Psychedelic advocate Timothy Leary, Grateful Dead lyricist John Perry Barlow, and
other counter-culture figures articulated an alternative form of spiritual questing
that involved mind-expanding drugs along with aesthetically and politically transgressive music. Though conservative evangelicals and counter-culture liberals differed in their socio-political values, their approaches each centered on concerns
about the individual self. Questions such as “Who am I?” and “What is my purpose?” became more pressing as individuals’ trust in traditional institutions (religious or otherwise) decreased and an emergent “spiritual marketplace” presented
an overwhelming number of choices with regard to one’s beliefs and practices.
In this context, various “techniques of the self”—including drug experimentation, meditation, prayer, and (later) various self-help programs—came to characterize quest culture. This is an important point to stress, since Cage and Coltrane’s
compositions and performances represent distinct techniques of the self that developed in the context of, and in response to, specific social problems (homophobia and racism, respectively). It is important to point out the potential pitfalls of
an over-emphasis on the self. On the most basic level such pitfalls include the type
of narcissism that Wilber (2002) describes as “Boomeritis.” On a broader level,
these pitfalls include a collective neglect of social injustice. For example, evangelicals may find a degree of personal fulfilment in prayer, and counter-culture types
may experience peace through embrace of Buddhist meditation techniques; yet
to the extent that both groups are predominantly white and heterosexual, such
personal experiences of peace are premised on the presence of socio-economic
privilege. Here Martin Luther King, Jr. (1961) offers a distinction between “negative peace,” which involves a sense of complicity with the status quo, and “positive
peace,” which consists of active but non-violent resistance to injustice (p. 51). This
distinction is helpful in the following discussions of Cage and Coltrane, since both
musicians challenge the emphasis on harmony in popular music and purposefully
employ dissonance as a means to engage the listener.
At the end of my lecture on quest culture and the spiritual marketplace, and
in preparation for the upcoming class session on John Cage, I ask students to
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gather images online that relate to the Stonewall riots in New York City in 1969
and to more recent LGBTQ activism. In the past, I have included images of anti-gay
violence such as the targeting of men and women in Russia in the lead-up to the
Sochi Winter Olympics in 2014, or the backlash against gay pride marchers in
Jerusalem in 2015. Donald Trump’s victory in the 2016 U.S. Presidential election
sparked a wave of LGBTQ marches, including a rally outside New York City’s
Stonewall Inn in early 2017, as well as a multi-city march that summer coinciding
with the one-year anniversary of the Pulse nightclub shooting in Orlando, Florida.
Images from public memorial events may also work well if students are hesitant
to choose more violent images. I collect and curate these images, setting aside at
least a dozen for use in an in-class exercise described below.
JOHN CAGE’S QUEER SILENCE

Introductory Lecture
In preparation for our discussion about John Cage, I ask students to read Katz’s
(1999) article, “John Cage’s Queer Silence; Or, How to Avoid Making Matters
Worse.” Katz’s article discusses the relationship between Cage’s sexuality, his Buddhist practice, and his compositional approach. I’ve also assigned Clarkson’s (2001)
chapter “The Intent of the Musical Moment: Cage and the Transpersonal,” but
the chapter is quite long and complex. I recommend reading Clarkson’s chapter in
preparation for lecture, and possibly listing it as supplemental reading for students.
I begin this lecture by describing the general arc of Cage’s work. His early
work was more rigorously composed—it used unconventional sounds and some
improvisation, but it also employed detailed notation. His later work is characterized by unconventional sounds and a lack of notation, leaving room for improvisation or what he called “indeterminacy.” As examples of his earlier work, I like to
show the video for his 1960 piece Water Walk. I also show an image (or several)
of a “prepared” piano. As an example of an earlier composition with prepared
piano, I usually show a video for “Sonatas and Interludes,” which Cage composed
between 1946 and 1948. The latter composition draws from Indian philosophy,
and represents Cage’s notion that the purpose of music is to sober and quiet the
mind, rendering it susceptible to “divine influences” (quoted in Clarkson, 2001, pp.
78-79). This view is illustrative of the various “techniques of the self” that emerged
as part of quest culture, and is similar to Coltrane’s approach as well.
As Cage’s approach developed over time, he became more interested in the
moment of listening than in compositions as such. He wanted music to have an
unpredictable outcome, and therefore he embraced experimental music while
others tended to reject it (Clarkson, 2001, p. 66). Cage wanted the performer
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to be open to the spontaneous flow of creativity rather than simply re-creating
what has been written. He related this to his Zen studies, commenting later that
“When each sound is the Buddha, then the performer becomes likewise” (quoted
in Clarkson, 2001, p. 66). In this way performances serve as a type of meditation.
Importantly, Cage’s work is a critique of conventional musical formats. Conventional music structures represent and reinforce conventional ideas, meanings
and values. Cage’s eventual shift toward chance operations opened the door to
what is beyond conventional language. As one student wrote, Cage’s methods
produced “an almost unheard of sound.” In this way, he intentionally blurred the
line between life and art, making music an opportunity for “experiences that contribute to changing us” and “particularly, to changing our perceptions” (quoted in
Clarkson, 2001, p. 68). This point is worth underscoring, since it is remarkably
similar to Coltrane’s approach.
Before Cage encountered Buddhist ideas, his interest in chance operations
led him to an interest in a traditional Chinese text called the I Ching. His engagement with this text contributed to his emerging goal of healing the mind through
engagement with Eastern philosophies (Clarkson, 2001, p. 78). In using the I Ching,
Cage remarked that he wanted to “liberate sounds from the constraints of tradition” as a means to “strive for a spiritual transcendence” (quoted in Clarkson,
2001, p. 78). He used that text to compose in an open-ended way that resulted
in dissonant and random-sounding pieces. His piece Music of Changes (1951) is
exemplary.
With some of the context describe above, but before explaining the purpose
of such pieces in detail, I like to play an excerpt from Music of Changes and solicit
the students’ initial reactions. Such pieces are unusual and jarring, and students
usually find them enigmatic and even disturbing. This is good! As a point of contrast (and apropos the comments above regarding conventional musical forms), I
also play part of Nat King Cole’s (1951) “Too Young,” which was the most popular
song at the time. The contrast between these two pieces could not be clearer,
and students typically cannot imagine why anyone would listen to a composition
such as Cage’s. Again, it’s good for students to be confused at this point. The hetero-normative themes in “Too Young” will be an important point of reference as
the discussion later turns toward Cage’s sexuality.
At this point I like to explain a bit further the purpose of Cage’s compositional
approach. This requires further discussion of his engagement with Buddhism, and
also with Jungian psychology. Cage drew from Jung’s writings and Jung, in turn,
linked his ideas about dreams and the unconscious to ideas in Zen Buddhism and
Taoism (Clarkson, 2001, p. 81). From this network of ideas, Cage structured his
compositions and performances as techniques for engaging the unconscious and,
in the process, transforming the individual so as to “guide the individual on the
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path to wholeness,” in Clarkson’s words (2001, p. 82). In lecture, I connect this
idea to the discussion of “wholeness hunger” from the previous session’s reading
of Roof (1999).
This discussion of the psychological and spiritual purpose of Cage’s composition fits well with the more accessible (for students) article by Katz (1999), which
specifically addresses Cage’s sexuality. As Katz (1999) notes, Cage turned not to
psychoanalysis or therapy per se, but to Zen as a means of working through the
pain of being a closeted gay man in the mid-twentieth century U.S. In this context,
Zen practice allows one not to repress or reject pain and anxiety, but to acknowledge it and then move beyond it.
Contemplative Exercise #1: Music of Changes
At this point, I remind students of their homework assignment, which was to
collect images of LGBTQ activism from Stonewall to the current day. I explain
that the class will listen to Cage’s Music of Changes again, but this time against the
backdrop of these images of social protest, some of which include confrontations
with police or counter-protestors. (No sophisticated software is necessary. I simply play the composition via YouTube or an MP3 saved on my laptop, and then
click through a folder full of the images students have collected. If you are more
ambitious, you could piece together a PowerPoint or video slide show beforehand,
but I enjoy the interactivity of clicking through the images in the moment.) Since
students have collected the images themselves, they have a sense of investment
and involvement in the listening and viewing process. This is a key moment in the
class, and I regard it as a form of contemplative pedagogy. As described above, the
goal in this combined method of deep listening and beholding is not for students
to take notes or think conceptually about these ideas, but—in the manner of
Cage’s performances—to allow themselves to experience an intuitive, emotional
response to the juxtaposition of the music and images. When set up properly,
students will experience an “Ah-ha!” moment where they understand in a new
way the significance and purpose of Cage’s work. As Zajonc (2014) notes, the
preliminary work of mental preparation (through reading and lectures) and incubation (through discussion and reflective essay-writing) lays the groundwork for a
moment of illumination “at which a flash of insight appears” (p. 24).
I allow time for an informal response and discussion after listening and viewing. In this discussion, I lead students to an understanding of the relationship between Cage’s music and the social struggle of LGBTQ individuals. Cage’s music
was jarring and dissonant, unlike Nat King Cole’s smooth and silky voice, because
his experience as a gay man was full of tension and pain. The violent sounds and
imagery that students have experienced represent the repressed or “shadow”
elements of collective, hetero-normative consciousness, which is symbolized by
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the slick veneer of harmony and normalcy in Cole’s “Too Young.” As one student
explained in a reflective essay, musicians like Cole were talented for sure, but
were nevertheless guilty of “skating over the Civil Rights movement that was
happening.” Another student notes that, by contrast, Cage “looked at the false
representation of peace in the universe and tried calling attention to it.”
Contemplative Exercise #2: 4’33”
The next and final piece of this session is to experience a performance of Cage’s
silent piece, 4’33”, which many regard as his signature composition. Again, this
requires some set-up, and here it makes sense to draw directly from Katz’s (1999)
article. Cage’s criticism of the other avant-garde art of his time (especially abstract
expressionism) was partly a reaction against the hetero-normative masculinity of
avant-garde culture. As exemplified by the Music of Changes exercise described
above, Cage perceived that his surrounding culture excluded certain voices and
privileged others. Whose voices are not being heard? Are they suffering? What is
the nature of their suffering? Gradually, Cage began to employ silence as a compositional strategy for engaging these unheard voices. Interestingly, as Katz (1999)
notes, his silence made him stand out, and in this sense he was not trying to “pass”
in a heterosexual culture. Katz (1999) argues that Cage’s silence was an expression of his closeted homosexuality, but it was also an active form of resistance.
“Silence” in this broader, more philosophical sense represents the cultivation of
equanimity in the face of social oppression—an inner silence or peacefulness that
the individual musters for strength regardless of the noise around him or her.
The piece 4’33” epitomizes this philosophical perspective. Tellingly, Cage originally planned to name the piece “Silent Prayer.” Unlike much popular music, it requires active participation on the part of the listener. The experience of listening is
different for each performance, because the content of the piece (the sounds that
one hears) depends entirely on the particular context in which it is performed. As
one of my students wrote in a subsequent essay, Cage’s piece shows that “there
is really no such thing as absolute silence.” The performance of the piece thus
creates an opportunity for reflection and a cultivation of equanimity despite (or
through) the “noise” of one’s shifting environment. In fact, the inspiration for the
piece was Cage’s realization that there is no such thing as silence in the outside
world: even in an anechoic chamber, devoid of all noise, one can still hear one’s
own nervous and circulatory systems in operation. The possibility of silence or
equanimity lies within the listener, and its cultivation has important social implications. This idea resonates well with Martin Luther King, Jr.’s (1961) discussion of
“positive peace” as described earlier.
There are a number of performances of 4’33” available online. I prefer to use
the BBC Symphony Orchestra’s version conducted by Lawrence Foster in 2004.
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It is important to get students to take the experience seriously, and to get into
the right frame of mind by focusing not just on the video but on the sounds inside
(and outside) the classroom. As noted above, you may wish to conduct one of the
introductory “deep listening” exercises described by Barzabat and Bush (2014, pp.
139-145) before the in-class exercise. Along the same lines as those exercises, I
ask students to keep certain questions in mind, such as: What do I hear? Do I hear
my own thoughts? Do I hear others speaking or breathing? Am I uncomfortable?
Why or why not? As with the Music of Changes piece, I allow time for an informal
response and discussion afterwards.
Cage against the Machine
Finally, I conclude the discussion of Cage by distributing copies of an article published in The Guardian in 2010 titled “Cage against the Machine – enjoy the silence.”
The piece reflects on a group of artists who recorded a cover of 4’33” as a protest
against the undue influence of Simon Cowell’s The X Factor, and more generally
against the impact of rampant commercialism within the music industry. I ask students read the article, after which we watch a video of these artists’ recording of
Cage’s piece (available on YouTube). I follow the viewing with a discussion of the
contemporary music industry, asking students to assess the legitimacy of these
artists’ critique and their chosen strategy of protest.
At the end of the lecture on Cage, and in preparation for the upcoming class
session on John Coltrane, I ask students to gather images online that relate to the
Watts riots in Los Angeles in 1965, the Selma to Montgomery marches (also in
1965), and to more recent protests (from the Rodney King riots in 1992 to the
protests in Ferguson, Missouri after the shooting death of Michael Brown in 2014).
As in the previous exercise, I collect these images and curate them in preparation
for the third contemplative exercise, described below.
JOHN COLTRANE’S MUSIC OF THEOPHANY

Introductory Lecture
As mentioned above, Coltrane’s life and compositional style are similar to Cage’s
in some important ways. Coltrane was an African-American jazz composer and
performer whose career reached its apex at the height of the civil rights movement
in the U.S. Like Cage, Coltrane employed improvisational techniques and dissonant
aesthetics to communicate a deeper truth about the realities of life in mid-twentieth century America. This theme is covered very well in McDonald’s (1995) article
“Traning the nineties, or the present relevance of John Coltrane’s music of theophany and negation.” I recommend assigning this article as required reading.
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It’s important to provide some historical context for Coltrane’s work, and for
this purpose I find Ben Sidran’s (1981) Black Talk helpful. The emergence of “free
jazz” in the 1960s requires some explanation. Echoing the earlier class discussion
on quest culture, with its emphasis on emotion, African Americans in Coltrane’s
time began to use music to channel emotion, energy and thought into constructive social change. Free jazz, which focuses on self-expression, individuality, and
creativity, developed as a means to strengthen African-American self-identity in a
time of crisis.
Early ventures in the direction of free jazz include, notably, Miles Davis’s Kind
of Blue (1959), which employed “modal” compositions (simple chord progressions
based on a small number of scales or “modes”) that allowed performers greater
harmonic flexibility. I like to play a short segment of “So What” to demonstrate
this approach, since the piece begins with a recognizable theme but then provides
room for each performer to improvise over extended sections that consist of
a clear alternation between two easily identifiable modes. If time permits, it’s
also helpful to play a short segment from Ornette Coleman’s Free Jazz (1960),
which took the approach to much greater lengths. Coleman’s piece exemplifies
the notion that, as Sidran (1981) suggests, the abandonment of traditional harmonic structures represents “the striving for personal freedom through complete
collective catharsis” (p. 137). In both cases, I stress how these approaches are different from other popular music: namely, while most popular music requires the
performers to focus on the composition itself in a highly structured manner, these
“free” compositions require performers to focus on each other—to provide a
generous, intuitive listening that allows other performers to explore and create
spontaneously (see Sarath, 2013).
Though Davis and Coleman are important, Coltrane’s free jazz experimentation was unique in its explicit integration of spiritual practice and philosophy. This
aspect of his work is perhaps not surprising, given that both of Coltrane’s grandfathers were ministers in the African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church. A spiritual
longing or quest characterizes much of Coltrane’s later work, often resulting in
pieces that (like Cage’s work) defy traditional harmonic norms by embracing dissonance and even guttural shrieks and cries. It’s important to note that Coltrane
had achieved a technical mastery of his instrument by the time he began to experiment with more controversial forms. The album Giant Steps demonstrates such
mastery, and it is worth playing a short section of the composition of that name so
students are clearly aware of his technical ability. In fact, Giant Steps marks a key
moment in Coltrane’s evolution since it represents an attempt at “playing the old
forms into the ground—destroying them from within,” according to Sidran (1981,
p. 138). Like Cage, Coltrane felt that traditional harmony was more than aesthet-
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ically limiting—in fact, traditional harmonic structures represent a kind of “lie”
along the lines of King’s notion of “negative peace.” (This is the same insight that
had led Theodor Adorno to remark famously that “dissonance is the truth about
harmony.”) In other words, traditional harmony represents the culturally-imposed
normative limits not only on musical aesthetics but on the very structures of
thought available to citizens. For this reason, as McDonald (1995) argues, Coltrane
designed his compositions and performances as strategies (techniques of the self)
that allow performers and listeners alike to experience a spiritual revelation or
“theophany.” Like those cultivated through Cage’s performances, such experiences had distinct implications for the social problems of the time. As Sidran (1981)
suggests:
[T]he long form improvisation and rhythmic intensity of Coltrane… provided a perceptual orientation that allowed whites and
blacks alike to break out of old thought patterns and, occasionally,
to reexamine the limitations of their personal freedom in terms of
cultural suppression. (p. 151)
To demonstrate this concept, I present the well-known “nine dots” puzzle,
whose solution requires non-conventional thinking. Draw nine dots on the blackboard or whiteboard, arrange in a perfect square. Ask for a volunteer. The puzzle
or task is to connect all nine dots by drawing four straight lines without lifting the
chalk or marker from the board. Most students have not seen this puzzle before,
and most cannot figure out the answer when asked to do so. The puzzle and its
solution are below:

(Wikimedia Commons)
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Most students try to solve the puzzle by remaining within the imagined borders
of the nine-dot square. Solving the problem requires “thinking outside the box.”
While this puzzle is often used to promote creative thinking within corporate
contexts, here I use it to suggest that the problems of racial injustice require
original—even transgressive—thinking that challenges established norms. African
Americans at this time sought to think outside the “box” of racial prejudices and
stereotypes. Coltrane intended that his compositions would “create the initial
thought patterns that can change the thinking of people” (quoted in Sidran, 1981,
p. 140). The space of listening that the performers provide to each other, and that
audiences provide to the performers, is an important element in this process.
Given the important influence of Coltrane’s approach on successive generations
of musicians—black and white alike—Sidran (1981) suggests that Coltrane was “a
visionary in the communications revolution” (p. 140).
Contemplative Exercise #3: The Sounds of Protest
Recall that students’ homework assignment was to collect images of the Watts
riots in Los Angeles in 1965, the Selma to Montgomery marches (also in 1965),
and to more recent race-related violence and protests (such as the Rodney King
riots in 1992 or the protests in Ferguson, Missouri after the shooting death of
Michael Brown in 2014). I explain that the class will watch a 1965 performance
of Coltrane’s piece “Naima” against the backdrop of these images of protest and
counter-protest. I write on the board a few of the key moments that occurred
around the time of this performance: the Civil Rights Act was passed in 1964, and
1965 was marked by the assassination of Malcolm X, the Watts riots, the Marches
from Selma to Montgomery, and the passage of the Voting Rights Act.
I like to use the video for the 1965 performance of Naima not only because
it occurred in tandem with these other events, but because it is a clear example
of a composition that moves between a recognizable theme and freer improvisational sections. As in the Cage exercises, this video and image collage integrates
the deep listening and beholding methods described by Barbezat and Bush (2014,
pp. 137-158) and it is a key moment in the class. It is worth reiterating to students
that the goal of the exercise is not to take notes or think conceptually about these
ideas, but—in the manner of Coltrane’s performances—to allow themselves to
experience an intuitive, emotional response to the juxtaposition of the music and
images. I typically allow students to watch the first portion of the video (including McCoy Tyner’s piano solo) to get a sense of the performance before I begin
displaying the images that they have collected. I point out the main theme as well
as when the performers move into their improvisational sections. When Coltrane’s solo begins, I start to display the images that the students have collected.
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As Coltrane’s solo becomes more intense—especially with its occasional shrieks
and cries—the juxtaposition with the violent images is provocative and moving.
Students may not experience a “theophany” per se, but hopefully an epiphany of
sorts that will deepen their understanding of Coltrane’s work and its social significance. In a follow-up essay, one student noted that Coltrane’s music “sounded
angrier” than Cage’s and that, by contrast, “you could really hear the political unrest in his music.” When I conducted this exercise at Western Connecticut State
University several years ago, another student had a particularly strong reaction.
After viewing the performance and images, he commented, “I grew up in Jamaica,
so I’m mostly not familiar with the experience of African Americans in the United
States. But hearing that music, and seeing those images, I feel like I understand
much better how those people felt.”
CONCLUSION: THE RETURN OF THE PROTEST SONG

Coltrane’s performances served as a form of protest music long before the legendary events at Woodstock in 1969. They were influential and garnered attention, yet like Cage’s compositions they were not commercially viable. They simply
did not fit within the constraints of the mainstream music industry, or even local
music economies. As jazz bassist Buell Neidlinger explained, “bar owners weren’t
interested in this [type of performance], because if there’s one thing they hate to
see, it’s a bunch of people sitting around open-mouthed with their brains absolutely paralyzed by the music, unable to call for the waiter” (quoted in Spellman, 2004,
p. 8). As one of my students explained, Coltrane’s use of dissonance “encouraged
deeper thinking rather than [mere] pleasure.” In a sense, free jazz was “a profound
attempt to win creative autonomy” in the context of a highly restrictive commercial industry—an attempt to “use music to build a new culture” (Attali, 1985, p.
138). To this end, the Association for the Advancement of Creative Musicians was
founded in Chicago in 1965. It was a cooperative comprised of about thirty black
musicians, and its goal was specifically to “fight against the dictatorship of the club
owners, record companies, and critics,” according to legendary trumpeter Archie
Shepp (quoted in Attali, 1985, p. 138). For the most part, these attempts at forging a new economic model for socially and aesthetically transgressive music failed
(Attali, 1985, p. 140).
Together, the case studies of Cage and Coltrane provide an opportunity for
students to understand the constraints of the commercial music industry, and how
such constraints impact the ability of performers (and audiences) to harness the
transformative potential of music. Moreover, these lessons allow students to make
connections between individual contemplative practice and collective struggles for
social justice. These connections are particularly relevant given the high-profile
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deaths of Treyvon Martin, Michael Brown, Eric Garner, Sandra Bland, and others,
along with the street protests and marches held in response to the election of
Donald Trump. Articles such as Tam’s (2014) “Artists protest through song in the
wake of Ferguson shooting” or Tillet’s (2015) “The return of the protest song” underscore the continuing importance of music in struggles for social justice, as well
as the limitations that musicians face despite the new avenues afforded by digital
media. More recent articles in sources like Los Angeles Times, The Atlantic, and USA
Today examine musicians’ responses to the Trump presidency.
My current experience in conducting these exercises is driven in large part
by the demographics of the student body at University of New Hampshire, which
is disproportionately white and relatively affluent compared to the general U.S.
population. My goal, given that context, is to get students to think about issues of
social and racial justice they might not otherwise encounter personally, or might
not feel compelled to attend to civically. I have been heartened to see evidence
in students’ written comments that these exercises have begun to spark a nascent social consciousness. Writing about the civil rights movement at the time of
Coltrane’s performance, for example, one student wrote that “the stereotypical
white American may have pretended they were living in a harmonious society,
they were far from it. Coltrane’s music purposely often times turned its back on
harmony with the use of dissonance to show that there is no such thing as true
harmony.”
Interestingly, my students’ strongest reaction is often directed against the
contemporary musicians described above in relation to the “Cage against the Machine” recording. After viewing the video of these musicians’ recording of Cage’s
4’33”, wherein the musicians can be seen dancing or gesturing lightheartedly and
perhaps mockingly, my students castigated the musicians as “hipsters” who were
too self-centered to remain focused and serious about the performance. I believe
their response indicates that the students had taken the idea of contemplative
practice seriously, and were expressing a deeper frustration with their Millennial
peers. For this set of students, this discussion was a key moment in which the
group established a sense of solidarity and commitment to a shared set of concerns.
Students at other institutions may have widely different reactions depending
on the demographics of the study body and the surrounding region, so instructors
may wish to tailor follow-up discussions accordingly. I recommend following up on
these exercises by providing students with resources they can engage personally,
or through campus student organizations, to forge connections between contemplative practice and social justice activism. Recent publications by Berila (2016) and
Bhattacharya and Gillen (2016) provide helpful exercises and conversation topics
to this end.
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By making these connections between personal practice and civic engagement, students develop a critical understanding of contemplative practices as
more than mere methods of stress relief. They come to appreciate such practices
as forms of social engagement with the potential to transform the body politic as a
whole. In my experience, this process serves as an invitation for students to write
their own songs of protest, so to speak, by embodying contemplative principles in
both their personal and civic lives.
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Interfaith Dialogue: The Art of Listening
Mary Keator, Warren J. Savage, Alessa Foley,
Matthew Furtado, Jessica Gray, Hibo Hussein,
Meytal Raikhman
Westfield State University				
		
The political climate and discourse during the 2016 presidential campaign was divisive
and unwelcoming of refugees, immigrants, Muslims, and other religious minorities. This
toxic atmosphere was reflected on college and university campuses throughout the country. At Westfield State University, Jewish, Christian, and Muslim students were the targets of verbal attacks, prejudice, and disrespect.The Muslim students, in particular, were
afraid to walk around campus and attend their classes.The Interfaith Chaplains Council,
along with the Interfaith Advisory Council comprised of faculty, staff, and students, met
to discuss the current concerns of the Jewish, Christian, and Muslim students, and collaborated to create a listening event based on the World Café model. This article addresses
listening as a contemplative practice for building just communities and shares the process
that went into the creation of the “Interfaith Dialogue:The Art of Listening” event, as well
as participants’ responses to the event.

BACKGROUND

T

he political climate and discourse during the 2016 US presidential campaign
was divisive, unwelcoming of refugees, immigrants, Muslims, and other religious minorities. This toxic atmosphere was reflected on college and university campuses throughout the country. At Westfield State University, Jewish,
Christian, and Muslim students were the targets of verbal attacks, prejudice and
disrespect. The Muslim students, in particular, were afraid to walk around campus
and attend their classes. The one place that provided safety and security for students was the Albert and Amelia Ferst Interfaith Center.
The mission of the Interfaith Center is to support religious and spiritual life
and to promote interfaith understanding at Westfield State University. In support
of the university’s mission to prepare students for life in the global community, the
center seeks to promote respect for and understanding of diverse religious traditions, to help students relate their religious traditions to their personal choices
and to build a more just society.
Fr. Warren J. Savage, the Acting Director of the Interfaith Center and
Catholic Chaplain, along with the clergy members of the Interfaith Chaplains
Council—Rabbi Efrain Eisen, the Jewish Chaplain; Imam Rasul Seifullah, the Mus-
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lim Chaplain; and Rev. Rosemary Dawson, Rev. Bruce Arbour, and Mother Nancy
Webb Stroud; the Protestant Chaplains—collaborated with the members of the
Interfaith Advisory Council to address the religious intolerance, bigotry, and disrespect of others on campus.
The Interfaith Chaplains Council, along with the Interfaith Advisory Council, which is made up of faculty, staff, and students, discussed the current concerns
of the Jewish, Christian, and Muslim students on campus and decided to host an
event that would create an opportunity for dialogue with an emphasis on listening
to each other. The decision to plan an event to dialogue with and listen to others
was in keeping with the mission and vision of Westfield State University and the
Albert and Amelia Ferst Interfaith Center: to educate a diverse and welcoming
community, to promote interfaith understanding, and to promote respect for and
understanding of diverse religious traditions.
The members of the Interfaith Advisory Council (IAC) decided to create an Interfaith Dialogue Subcommittee to plan the Interfaith Dialogue event.
This subcommittee was expanded to include students from faith-based/spiritual
organizations, faculty, and other interested parties from the campus community.
In addition to Dr. Keator and Alessa, the Subcommittee Leader, the subcommittee was comprised of Hibo, the Co-President of the Muslim Student Organization; Matthew, the President of the Meditation and Contemplation Club; Jessica,
Vice-President of the Meditation and Contemplation Club; Meytal, a member of
the Jewish Student Organization; and Fr. Savage, the Catholic Chaplain at the Interfaith Center. All are co-authors of this paper.
Contemplative Listening in an Intersubjective Field of Conversation
Many people think that dialogue first begins with speaking, but its starting point is
listening, which can lead to the development of meaningful relationships, shared
values, a broader worldview, and respect for the experiences of others. Through
listening, we begin to appreciate the presence of another and open beyond our
limited perceptions and historical ways of making sense (Senge, Scharmer, Jaworski & Flowers, 2015, p.13). This is precisely what the members of the subcommittee noticed as they listened to one another during their planning conversations.
Contemplative listening means listening with a deep self-awareness--understanding that we have been shaped by the influences of racial, cultural, ethnic,
religious, socio-political, and economic patterns passed down from generation to
generation. Listening without judgment challenges people to plumb the depths of
their hearts to identify and uproot the false assumptions, distorted perceptions,
and prejudices that were learned and reinforced by those influential patterns.
The members of the subcommittee had to address and work through their own
assumptions and prejudices as they listened attentively to each other’s narratives
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of different cultural, racial, religious, and political experiences. All of the members of the subcommittee were inwardly transformed by listening to the stories
of hatred, racism, and prejudice experienced by some of the students. Listening without judgment is not an easy practice and cannot be learned overnight.
Listening without judgment requires that people intentionally suspend imposing their embedded assumptions, prejudices, and limited worldview on others
before they have listened attentively to the subjective experience of another
person. It is in listening to another person’s subjective experience that one is
challenged to address the unhealthy and destructive patterns of prejudice and
discrimination towards others.
The subcommittee meetings became a learning laboratory in which the
members experienced a meaningful engagement with people they knew on a superficial level. At each subsequent meeting, the members of the subcommittee
flowed into “an intersubjective field of conversation,” (Gunnlaugson, 2009; Bache,
2008) wherein the members experienced in the sharing of their subjective experiences a moment of new awareness between the sharing of others’ inner subjective
experience of a lived reality such as racism, discrimination, anti-Semitism, Islamophobia, or homophobia. The term intersubjectivity (literally, between subjects)
implies the understanding that there is an active, conscious, and communal field
that people can access and cohabitate, known in intersubjective theory as the
“intersubjective field” which builds through deep, open, compassionate, and respectful listening. Intersubjectivity takes into account the fact that the experience
of a person must be respected and that the person must be afforded a sacred
space in which he or she can articulate how this experience has shaped and informed his or self-understanding, worldview, assumptions, and prejudices.
It was amazing to observe how members of the subcommittee leaned in
with interest and respect to listen to the personal stories of Alessa and Meytal,
both Jewish students; Hibo, a Muslim student; Matt, a Christian student; and Jess,
who identified as Wiccan, as they revealed their thoughts and feelings, fears, and
reservations about an Interfaith Dialogue event on campus. As members continued to listen to each other share their personal and painful experiences, a
type of energetic field of compassion began to arise and expand, dismantling
their fears and reservations, opening their minds and hearts, and connecting the
members of the subcommittee to something greater than themselves. As Bache
points out, “When we enter into meaningful, reciprocal, and cross-pollinating
conversations, I think we energize not only each other but the subtle fields we
are part of” (2008, pp.134-135). The building of just communities begins with intersubjective dialogue, and intersubjective dialogue begins with listening motivated
by a desire to know the other person in his or her own skin. It is person-centered,
rather than content-centered.
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By practicing contemplative listening the members of the group were enabled to enter into an intersubjective field of conversation, and as a result of
the mutual sharing of their subjective experiences, their worldviews, knowledge,
understanding, and appreciation of each other’s cultural-religious background expanded. Their doubts and fears gave way to compassionate listening. After much
conversation, the group decided to call the event “Interfaith Dialogue: The Art of
Listening.” This title underscored what the members of the subcommittee learned
in their collaboration and conversation with each other, specifically that listening
without judgment is a necessary prerequisite to authentic dialogue, self-transformation, and meaningful interpersonal relationships.
The First Step: Learning to Listen
The World Café is an event format which is “designed on the assumption that people already have within them the wisdom and creativity to confront even the most
difficult challenges” (Brown & Isaacs, 2005, p. 4). A World Café format provides a
safe space for participants to explore all types of topics, especially those that are
contentious, sensitive, and charged. Subcommittee member Dr. Keator had adapted and integrated the World Café model into her courses with positive results.
Students shared with her the following feedback: “I am seeing that my perception
is not the only true one and I have new insights as I hear the discussions of other
groups,” and “I would say that I am learning a greater ability to think outside the
box and look at how other people perceive things around me. It’s useful to do an
activity like this because it opens the blinders that you naturally hide behind” (Students, 2016). This process, as noted by Margaret Wheatley in her introduction to
The World Café, “reawakens our deep species memory of two fundamental beliefs
about human life. First, we humans want to talk together about things that matter
to us…Second, as we talk together, we are able to access a greater wisdom that
is found only in the collective” (Brown & Isaacs, 2005, p. ix).
Dr. Keator shared the World Café process during an Interfaith Advisory
Council (IAC) meeting at the beginning of the 2016 fall semester. Alessa, the President of the Jewish Student Organization and a member of the IAC, was interested
in this idea and wanted to explore it further with other members of the IAC.
At the first subcommittee meeting, the members of the group were introduced to each other and the World Café method. Although excited about
the World Café method, the members of the subcommittee raised questions
and concerns about how it would actually work, the common concern being the
safety of participants to express themselves freely and openly without fear of
judgment from others. In addition, some of the members of the subcommittee
were concerned that listening was not enough, and requested that time be set
aside for discussing the issues raised during the listening period. However, others
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felt strongly that the contemplative practice of listening (the ability to give one’s
full attention; to suspend preconceived assumptions, prejudices, and judgments;
to lean in and really listen to the voice of another) had become counter-cultural,
especially considering the current political climate; it was an important and necessary first step in the dialogue process. As Krishnamurti (1968) noted, “One listens
and therefore learns, only when in a state of attention, a state of silence in which
this whole background is in abeyance, is quiet. Then, it seems to me, it is possible
to communicate” (p.84). Throughout the meeting, the subcommittee recognized
the importance of learning to listen with attention and receptivity as a necessary
prerequisite to dialogue.
Over time, the members of the subcommittee began to experience the
value of being in a nonjudgmental safe space, one imbued with a deep sense of respect, patience, and wonder. The faculty and staff members of the subcommittee
collectively had over 50 years of experience in contemplative practices and could
speak to the importance of having a safe space for contemplative listening. The student members began to learn that contemplative listening requires the willingness
“to simply be present with what you hear without trying to figure it out or control
it” (Fisher, 2004, p.44). As the students experienced what it felt like to be listened
to without someone in the group trying to change or persuade them, they began
to feel more comfortable opening up and revealing aspects of their inner world.
Having experienced this type of openness and receptivity, they were then able to
offer this same openness and receptivity to one another. The more they opened,
the deeper they listened to one another. With each subsequent meeting not only
did their worldviews continue to open and expand, but together they were experiencing first-hand a more profound sense of how contemplative listening shapes
and informs relationships. In light of this contemplative stance, their understanding
and respect for each other continued to develop. As the subcommittee continued
to meet, they intentionally practiced contemplative listening.
Over the course of many meetings, the subcommittee recognized that
engaging in dialogue requires intentional contemplative listening that could change
people’s perceptions, attitudes, and behaviors that contributed to the climate of
divisiveness, fear, and prejudice on campus. The Jewish and Muslim students on
the subcommittee experienced the power of contemplative listening in our meetings, and as they did, they began to open up and share some of their painful stories
of being the targets of ignorance, discrimination, and prejudice in the classrooms
and dining commons. Yet, when they tried to address a person’s misconception
and erroneous assumptions, they were often met with resistance and arrogance
rather than openness and understanding. There was no space for listening and
an interpersonal dialogue. However, during our subcommittee meetings, the students began experiencing the power of contemplative listening as a necessary first
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step to authentic dialogue. A deeper level of trust developed, so much so that Hibo
(a Muslim student) even invited her siblings to attend the dialogue event. The more
the subcommittee listened to one another, the more they realized that true dialogue
cannot happen when people are unwilling to expand their own limited worldviews.
In order to become active listeners, people need to become aware of and
practice suspending their assumptions, prejudices, and beliefs before engaging in
dialogue with people from diverse socio-economic backgrounds, cultures, ethnicities, sexual orientations, and religious-spiritual traditions. As David Bohm points
out, “The object of dialogue is not to analyze things, or to win an argument, or
to exchange opinions. Rather, it is to suspend your opinions and to look at the
opinions—to listen to everybody’s opinions, to suspend them, and to see what all
that means” (Bohm, 1996, p.30). Therefore, the subcommittee decided the event
would focus on contemplative listening, stressing the need to be open and receptive to another person’s subjective experience in a safe, nonjudgmental space.
Creating a Space for an Intersubjective Listening Experience
The subcommittee wanted to make sure they found a suitable, comfortable
space for participants to have an intersubjective dialogue experience. We decided to hold the event on a Wednesday evening in The Owl’s Nest, an open space
just below the library and near the student union (a student-friendly area). We
also decided to use round tables to create a sense of welcoming, community,
and inclusiveness where everyone at the table would feel a part of the dialogue
experience.
The subcommittee also thought that combining a meal with the event
would help to create a feeling of hospitality; therefore, the event was preceded by a simple meal of pizza and beverages. Eating with people from different
cultures, religious traditions, and ways of life provided an opportunity for the
participants to engage in informal conversations with each other, especially with
people they never encountered before. Our thought was that the informal conversations during the meal would make people less afraid to step outside their
comfort zone to share their personal experiences around a table with others.
The informal meal with people from diverse backgrounds was a natural way
to create the intersubjective field, to get people to listen to another perspective and begin to dismantle learned prejudices and stereotypes. As Gunnlaugson highlights, “Unlike either third- or first-person methods, second-person
approaches offer the benefits of rich engagement not only within, but also between participants and the intersubjective field of conversation” (Gunnlaugson,
Sarath, Scott & Bai, 2014, p. 305).
The next task of the subcommittee was to create a flyer to advertise the
event. The members of the subcommittee were well aware of the risks and chal-

INTERFAITH DIALOGUE: THE ART OF LISTENING

33

lenges associated with promoting anything on campus with the word “interfaith,”
since many on campus are skeptical of anything that deals with religion. The subcommittee chose to advertise the event with the title “Interfaith Dialogue: The
Art of Listening,” inviting the campus community to “Join us for an evening of
Interfaith Dialogue.” The flyer included a picture of a circle with the symbols of
various world religious traditions.
Discerning and Developing Questions for the “Interfaith Dialogue:The
Art of Listening” Event
After the above-mentioned elements were in place, the subcommittee needed
to discern and develop some meaningful questions for the interfaith dialogue
event. This was the most challenging aspect of the planning process. In terms of
developing the questions, each leader went back to his or her respective organization (Jewish Student Organization, Muslim Student Organization, Meditation
Club, and The Catholic Newman Club) to solicit input from other students. This
input was brought back and shared with the subcommittee for further dialogue.
In the end, the subcommittee decided to use the following six questions:
1. How has your religion shaped your identity?
2. How can we help our society to become more tolerant of
faiths other than our own?
3. What concerns around religion and culture do you have in
light of the current political climate in the United States?
4. Do you feel safe to practice your religion on campus? Why or
why not?
5. How does your religious tradition/culture address sexuality?
6. How do people of your faith/culture engage in feasting and
fasting to celebrate or commemorate special religious/cultural
events?
The focus of the event was on the practice of attentive listening; therefore, in order to maximize the listening experience, the subcommittee designed
the event to allow the participants to have maximum exposure to people from
diverse backgrounds and provoke personal narratives in response to a set of
prepared questions, especially ones that would create in the moment a potential
“I-Thou relationship” as described by Scott. The subcommittee was intentional
in its efforts to postpone the need for ongoing conversation in order to stress
the importance of intentional listening as the prologue to authentic dialogue.
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The questions were designed with the intent to elicit a brief narrative of
subjective experiences that would begin to challenge and change the embedded
perceptions and assumptions of others around the table. After much dialogue, the
subcommittee members agreed to allow participants two uninterrupted minutes
to answer each question, which afforded the participants ample time to sit at
three tables, each with a different question. At the close of the event, participants
would have experienced the power of being given some uninterrupted time and
space to share their subjective experience in response to some specific questions
within an exercise of attentive listening on an individual and communal level. In
addition, this allowed for ample time at the end of the process for the recorders—
designated note-takers assigned to each table throughout the event--to share the
responses from their respective table with the whole group. At the end of the
evening, the participants would have practiced attentive listening with one another
for over an hour.
The subcommittee understood the potential inherent in any given moment for deeper truths to be revealed. As participants began to suspend their
own internal narratives in order to listen to one another, even briefly, their understanding, respect, and compassion for the one sharing his or her subjective
experience deepened. One student shared a story of being ridiculed at 10 years
of age: “When I started wearing the hijab in 5th grade, I had to explain why I wore
it…that Islam means peace…and at 10 years old, this is hard. I lost most of my
friends.” Another participant exposed a personal prejudice: “I used to think that
all Arabs wanted to destroy us...then I… got to know others and now I am more
open to talk.” In the end, the subcommittee saw that the amount of time taken
to respond to a question was not the primary factor for whether understanding
developed; the power of contemplative, intentional listening to the subjective experience of another without judgment was not dependent on the amount of time
spent speaking.
Instructions and Guidelines
The subcommittee also knew that it was important to establish ground rules in
order for participants to understand the event format and focus on the practice of
listening as an essential dimension of the interfaith dialogue. After several drafts,
instructions and guidelines were finalized and printed. The following instructions
and guidelines would be reviewed and distributed to the recorders assigned to a
specific table.
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“Interfaith Dialogue: The Art of Listening”
Instructions and Guidelines
•

There are six tables. Each table will consist of five people (in the end, more
people attended). After ten minutes everyone switches to a new table except
the recorder, who will remain at their original table throughout the entire
interfaith dialogue.

•

Each table will have one question which everyone at the table will have the
opportunity to answer, including the recorder.

•

Each person will have two minutes to verbally answer the question based on
his/her worldview (religious, cultural, or personal). At the end of two minutes,
a bell will sound noting the end of one person’s turn and the beginning of the
next person’s turn. We will move clockwise around the table.

•

After everyone at the table has had a turn to speak, participants will move to
a new table.

•

Participants will have the opportunity to sit at three different tables during
this event.

•

After participants have sat at three tables, the whole group will come together
and each recorder will read aloud the thoughts and ideas brought up at his/
her table.

•

Participants are free to share if they practice a specific religion, culture or
perspective; however, it is not required.
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THE “INTERFAITH DIALOGUE: ART OF LISTENING” EVENT

On a cold rainy Wednesday evening in November of 2016, 37 students, faculty,
and staff gathered at The Owl’s Nest at Westfield State University to participate
in “Interfaith Dialogue: The Art of Listening.” Six round tables were set up, with
six or seven chairs at each table. Due to the fact that there were actually more
people attending than had been planned for, the subcommittee members had to
quickly place more chairs around the tables. The typical World Café model would
have had eight tables with approximately four chairs at each table. However, the
students seemed to enjoy having more people at the table to listen to each other
share their thoughts, experiences, and feelings.
At the beginning of the event, Alessa stood up and welcomed everyone,
introduced all of the members of the Interfaith Dialogue Subcommittee, and explained that the event was not designed to become a debate or informal discussion
session on a range of issues; rather, it was an exercise in learning to listen to the
thoughts and experiences of each other without judging or responding to them. In
addition, the subcommittee members, who had been practicing contemplative listening during the subcommittee meetings, each sat at a different table to support
the contemplative listening practice.
Throughout the event, participants sat at three different tables, each containing a specific question, and participants took turns answering the question in
the allotted time frame. In keeping with the World Café model, there was one
recorder at each table who participated, but instead of moving to a different
table with a different question, remained at the table and took notes on what
participants shared. These notes were then shared at the end of the event so that
everyone could have the opportunity to hear the thoughts, stories, and concerns
that were shared in response to the question assigned to each table. After the
participants had sat at three different tables, responded to a question, and listened
to the responses of others, the entire group came together to listen to the feedback of the recorder from each table. The recorders’ responsibility was to simply
record the participants’ comments to the question and not comment on what
they heard at the table throughout the evening.
The Questionnaire
The subcommittee felt it was important to offer a questionnaire at the end of the
dialogue event to gain an understanding on how the event impacted the participants’ worldview, attitudes and feelings towards others, and self-understanding.
The subcommittee also wanted to know what worked, what didn’t work, and
whether they would be open to participate in another Interfaith Dialogue event
again at a future date. The questionnaire read as follows:
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The “Interfaith Dialogue: The Art of Listening” Questionnaire
Dear Participants:
We are excited to have you participate in our special event! Please take
a few minutes to answer the reflection questions below in order to help
us plan the next event.
Thank you for listening!
Sincerely,
The Interfaith Advisory Council, Jewish Student Organization, The Meditation
and Contemplation Club, The Catholic Newman Club and the Muslim Student
Organization.
1. What did you find valuable about the event?
2. Did your awareness, perspective, or understanding on anything change or grow? Explain. What brought about this
change?
3. Do you have any suggestions/improvements for our next
event? (be specific)
4. What was the most memorable part of the evening?
5. What religion/culture/perspective do you identify as?

Participants responded that the most memorable part of the evening included the following:
•

Everything about it!

•

Listening to understand, not to judge

•

Deeply listening

•

How everyone had a turn to talk

•

Sharing my experiences
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•

The trust with which people shared

•

I’m glad there were people from so many different faiths to educate each
other on a personal level!

•

Actually feeling important for once and safe that I can share my opinion

•

The little discussions that popped up at the end of everyone’s turn, when
there was extra time

•

People letting their guard down and listening to other people’s viewpoints

•

Listening to Muslims’ experiences and the hurt they have known

•

Having a discussion with a Muslim girl

•

How everyone was so engaging

•

The willingness to be open and to share from the heart.

•

The sharing at the end

When asked if their awareness, perspectives, or understanding changed or
grew, participants responded:
•

It didn’t change, it broadened.

•

Awareness of others and the world

•

Yes, it definitely did change, made me really feel safe and happy that I
wouldn’t be judged about my opinion

•

It made me realize that there are good people in the world

•

I grew because I heard views from people who have a different religion and
background than me.

•

I didn’t have a change because everyone has things in common.

•

The value of Interfaith dialogue around difficult topics

•

More awareness of others’ struggle with their religion’s views. Better understanding of differences and challenges people face intrinsically.

•

A chance to speak without interruption-a rare thing

•

Listening to our brothers and sisters from the Muslim faith share what was
most important to them as well as their fears.

•

The pain of some of the students

•

Yes, more tolerance, more education

•

Yes, I know now that many people from different religions face the same
problems I face.

INTERFAITH DIALOGUE: THE ART OF LISTENING

39

•

Our approach must accommodate differences if we really want to engage
each other.

•

My awareness of religions

•

The awareness that there were people of Muslim origin on this campus
grew. I had previously never met any Muslims and had a conversation with
them before.

•

It enhanced my understanding that we are all basically the same.

•

The people who are Muslim in the room feel extremely hurt, and not
understood. I knew that they must feel this way but to hear it expressed
made me feel strongly.
When asked what they found valuable, participants responded:

•

Finding openness and communication amongst other people

•

Being able to gain new perspectives

•

The fact that people were allowed to be open and feel safe discussing their
own opinions

•

Listening to other people’s perspectives

•

The engaging, open, comfortable, respectful, inclusive atmosphere

•

The willingness to be open and share from the heart

•

Space for being heard and promoting listening

•

People from different religions in each group were able to talk to each
other about the problems they faced

•

Individuals were honest about their feelings, which enabled me to be honest.

•

Meeting people of different religious/ethnic backgrounds

When asked for suggestions for improvement, we received the following
suggestions:
•

Name tags

•

Promoting the event earlier and to the wider community

•

It was perfect!

•

I feel like this event changed my understanding. There is nothing to fix.

•

I wouldn’t change a thing

•

Have more people with other perspectives
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•

Seek to address problematic behaviors on campus—violence, sexism etc.
Dialogue

•

There needs to be more deconstruction next time!!

•

More of the same kinds of questions

•

Some time for dialogue at the end

•

A little music after the table exercise to cleanse the listening palette

Findings and Responses
The questionnaires revealed that participants gained new and deeper perspectives
from engaging in the “Interfaith Dialogue: The Art of Listening” event. Several
participants commented on the significance of the space in which the event took
place, expressing that it was open and safe. There was value in having “a space
for being heard, for practicing hearing, and for promoting listening.” In terms of
feeling safe, participants commented, “People became vulnerable and let down
their guard in a space like this because it felt safe.” Another participant felt “safe
to share my opinion.” From this event, the subcommittee learned the significance
of creating an intersubjective field in which people feel safe and trusting of each
other to practice contemplative listening. The practice of contemplative listening
allowed participants to open up and share their subjective experiences without
being challenged, judged, or intimidated by another person’s unreflective response.
Although some participants suggested that more dialogue and discussion would be
helpful, the participants’ responses supported the value of the practice of contemplative listening as a prerequisite to dialogue.
CREATING A SECOND INTERFAITH DIALOGUE EVENT

When the subcommittee met to share and converse about the findings, they decided to create another interfaith listening event during the spring semester 2017.
This time around, there was much dialogue about how to deepen the listening experience. Some subcommittee members wanted to begin with a dialogue, whereas others felt strongly about continuing to develop the listening aspect of dialogue.
In Dialogue: The Art Of Thinking Together, Isaacs notes, “The heart of dialogue is a
simple but profound capacity to listen. Listening requires we not only hear the
words, but also embrace, accept, and gradually let go of our own inner clamoring”
(Isaacs, 1999, p. 83). Since listening is such an integral part of authentic dialogue,
the subcommittee decided to continue to focus on the practice of listening.
There was a strong feeling on the part of the members that in order
for dialogue to deepen and become transformative, participants needed time to
practice deepening their “listening muscles” and getting to know one another in
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order to begin to feel comfortable sharing their inner truths together. The subcommittee did not want to rush nor force dialogue prematurely. Therefore, the
subcommittee planned the second event in the spring semester 2017, to be held
on Wednesday April 5th, and developed new questions for this second “Interfaith
Dialogue: The Art of Listening” event.
The subcommittee decided to create a new set of questions that were
more subjective in nature as a way to deepen the I-Thou relationship. As Scott
notes, “The intrinsic value of dialogue as a contemplative practice lies in its ability
to create, uncover, explore, and develop meaning: to manifest an I-Thou relationship which reveals and affirms self and other; and to serve as a way of being in
the world” (Gunnlaugson, Sarath, Scott & Bai, 2014, p. 237). These questions
would help to develop and support the intersubjective field in which the participants would be challenged to listen more attentively to each other’s responses
and learn something new about the people around the table. The subcommittee
learned that the nature of the questions matter, and therefore worked to deepen
the questions for the second dialogue event. For the first event, the subcommittee had framed the questions in terms of one’s religion and culture; however, the
second time around, the questions were framed more in terms of subjective experience. These questions were more personal in nature, such as “What prevents
you from deeply listening?” or “What concerns around religion and culture do you
have in light of the current political climate in the United States?” As Jess noted,
“This time around [the second], I feel like the questions were more personal and
people had to become very raw and vulnerable. That was my favorite part because
I don’t feel like I see enough vulnerability or people being that open about their
truths and points of view.”
Therefore, the following questions were developed:
1. What prevents you from deeply listening?
2. How does your faith and/or culture view forgiveness?
3. Identify a particular prejudice/judgment you struggle with? How did
you come to feel this way?
4. What concerns around religion and culture do you have in light of the
current political climate in the United States?
5. How have your relationships with others changed or challenged your
worldview?

42 THE JOURNAL OF CONTEMPLATIVE INQUIRY . Vol. 4, No. 1 . 2017

PARTICIPANT AND SUBCOMMITTEE MEMBER REFLECTIONS

As the Art of Listening events progressed, openness, honesty and trust continued
to grow. Participants began to share deeper feelings, worries and fears, especially
in terms of the politically charged climate during and after the 2016 presidential
election. During the first event, which took place in the fall, before the Presidential election, participants expressed a variety of subjective emotions that have
arisen in the current political climate such as nervousness, anxiety, anger, terror,
fear, powerlessness, and disappointment. Participants stressed the need for “open
mindedness within the country,” “to be accepting of other,” and a willingness not
“to judge others.” They also voiced worry over the increase in hate crimes, “Hate
crimes are rapidly increasing, the KKK [being] normalized by the media and even
celebrated,” and wondered “what this says about us?” They also mentioned that
minorities such as Muslims and LGBT people are “verbally attacked, more oppressed, and less safe.”
There was a recognition from the participants reflecting on this question
that everyone must work to “create harmony, whether for or against [a certain
political candidate].” During the second event in the spring, after the presidential
election, participants shared, “There is an irrationality that creates an ‘us’ and a
‘them’ mentality, which creates division. This keeps us from seeing that we are all
brothers and sisters.” Another responded, “The concern I have as a practicing
Muslim is the hate that is being encouraged by the President. Islam means peace.
Terrorists don’t practice peace. We are good people; we practice peace.”
As participants began to open and trust each other, their inclination was to
share their deeper thoughts in spontaneous conversations between table movements. This natural propensity of students to engage in conversation before developing the skills of contemplative listening highlights the challenge of suspending
conversation before contemplative listening has taken place. The focus of both
events was to teach the practice of contemplative listening to deepen the subjective experience of another person before engaging in intersubjective dialogue. As
Bache explains,
When we talk and listen together something new enters the
room… At the first level, creativity is enhanced because the café
more effectively taps the full potential of all the people present. By
seeking everyone’s input to thought-provoking questions and systematically cross-fertilizing streams of input and making the room
self-aware of its thought processes, the Café increases the likelihood that something new will emerge in the room (2008, 134).
What Bache highlights is precisely what participants experienced. Alessa
described the event as “an awakening experience” and shared the following:
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As an undergrad student, I often feel like our campus is a small
sanctuary away from the ignorance and hate of the world. This
interfaith dialogue opened my eyes to see that unfortunately not all
students have the same safe haven on campus as I do. It’s easy for
me to scroll past the horrific news stories and the profiling of those
who practice Islam. When it’s on the news it’s easy to pretend it
doesn’t affect me. My Muslim brothers and sisters don’t have that
luxury. When I sat down across from a Muslim student my own age
and looked into her eyes and heard her story, I realized this isn’t
something I can ignore anymore. I have a voice and it needs to be
heard. I can use it to fight back against the hate and violence. I can
use it to educate. If more people had access to interfaith dialogue,
the fear that surrounds the unknown and breeds hate would begin
to diminish.
Many participants commented that their awareness and worldview expanded by having the opportunity to encounter new people, to listen to another’s
story in person, and to hear about other religions. One participant even commented, “It was the first time I met a Muslim believer and a Muslim preacher.”
In the end, the participants felt both events were an overall success. Not
only did participants seem genuinely engaged, the subcommittee members all enjoyed working together to create the events. Meytal, a member of the subcommittee, felt empowered.
Taking a leading role in a committee that decided to dedicate one
evening to learning together how to listen, respect, and appreciate
other people was amazing for me. It made me realize how much
our basic, so-called communication skills aren’t developed enough
as a society.
Matt, another member of the subcommittee, remarked on the positive
effect it had on the participants, including himself.
The event helped me identify how people view different religious
practices. Having many people engage in “The Art of Listening”
from various ethnicities, genders, cultures, and spiritual-religious
traditions provided me the opportunity to listen to other’s perspectives. The whole evening broke down barriers and built better understanding between people. Just listening to one another
helped us overcome common misunderstandings and stereotypes
that often fuel distrust, suspicion, and bigotry.
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Hibo, the Co-President of the Muslim Student Organization, really appreciated listening and learning from others as well as being able to share her own
stories. She saw it as a powerful method to reconsider pre-conceived notions
and ideas around religion and culture.
Being able to develop, facilitate and participate in “The Art of Listening: An Interfaith Dialogue” was an eye-opening experience for
me. I got to hear different people with different religious perspectives other than mine and answer questions about how they use
their religion as a guide in their lives. What I learned is that having
people with all different faiths come together can change your previously-held opinions of others, their religions and cultures. I liked
it because not only did I get to meet people and hear their stories,
but I also got a chance to share my stories. In the end, I think it
helped people look inside and re-consider their pre-conceived notions around religion and culture.
Jessica offered the following reflection on the evenings, summarizing the
power of listening.
“The Art of Listening” offered a space to nurture openness. I don’t
think it would have been as successful as it was if it didn’t allow
people to open up. I believe that it left all who attended much more
mindful about what it means to truly listen; to someone’s pain, frustration, anger, or unique truth and at the least, it planted the seed
for more compassion for the people in attendance to interact with
one another a daily basis. I know that I walk in the world differently
because I am white and this shouldn’t be tiptoed around because it
is true. There are times, as hard as I try to be mindful, where I forget my privilege and forget that there are people that I go to school
with, my classmates, who face racial and religious discrimination.
“The Art of Listening” brought me face to face with classmates
who can tell story after story of random people screaming at them
to “leave their country” or harassing them for publicly displaying
how they worship. There is a big difference between hearing about
harassment from the news, from someone I will never see, and
hearing it from someone my age right across the table from me.
I don’t mean that it negates the other peoples’ pain whom I will
never meet, but there is still a difference because it means that it is
happening here and it is happening now.
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FOR ONGOING DIALOGUE AND REFLECTION

The “Interfaith Dialogue: The Art of Listening” events were a demonstration of
how people from diverse experiences, cultures, social backgrounds, religious traditions, and ways of life can come together to listen deeply to one another and
dialogue together to build just communities based on mutual respect. The participants’ responses reflect the transformative power of contemplative listening
to another as a pathway to greater interpersonal connection, authentic dialogue,
increased understanding of human persons, and the strengthening of the compassionate impulse to respond to the forces of racism, prejudice, and discrimination
on an individual and institutional level.
The fact that two “Interfaith Dialogue: The Art of Listening” events happened, one in the Fall Semester 2016, and one in the Spring Semester 2017 at
Westfield State University, underscored the need for greater commitment of students, faculty, and other professionals to collaborate on a project that focused on
the contemplative practice of listening to promote the respect and well-being of
all people and a deeper appreciation for diversity, equality, and a spirit of inclusiveness. Before the close of the 2017 spring semester, the subcommittee met at the
Interfaith Center to dialogue about planning another “Interfaith Dialogue: The Art
of Listening” event, which they decided to offer during the fall of 2017. There was
genuine amazement and enthusiasm among the subcommittee members for the
overall success and the openness on the part of the participants for more opportunities to engage in contemplative listening and interfaith dialogue. The feedback
from the participants from both events provided the platform for planning the
next “Interfaith Dialogue: The Art of Listening” event. For example, participants
shared themes around empowerment, inclusion, resilience in the face of negativity
and hatred, white privilege, and the need for better communication skills.
The building of just communities within the institutions of higher learning
such as colleges and universities cannot be achieved without paying more attention to the contemplative dimension of education (Zajonc, 2014); in particular,
the practice of listening that leads to intersubjective dialogue and deeper learning
inside and outside the campus community. The students’ responses highlight the
need for authentic dialogue among people and underscore listening as an important contemplative praxis in the building of just communities. In a world struggling
with growing division between people from different backgrounds, the blatant
disregard for the dignity of the human person, and the absence of compassion,
contemplative listening has the capacity to be a healing balm.
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In this paper the authors explore the role of contemplative, arts-based practices and pedagogies in a doctoral level qualitative research class to create an understanding of self,
self in relation to others, and understanding social structures of oppression as manifested
through un/earned privileges.The intent of the class was to activate the authentic inquirer
within and to frame a deep awareness of researcher positionality in qualitative inquiry.
The authors (instructor and student in the class) discuss how creating a self-portrait and
engaging in a duoethnography project cultivated the authentic inquirer. Using differentiated, formative, developmental, and honor-based assessment practices, the authors explore
how interrelatedness of being became the key cornerstone of the learning experiences
which were extended beyond the classroom.

T

his paper is in response to the call made to inquire “how varying intentions
for using contemplative practices in higher education affect the design and
implementation of methods for assessing their effectiveness” (Bergman,
2015). To respond to the call, we present a contemplative arts-based teaching and
learning experience in a doctoral level qualitative research class at a land grant
public research university in Kansas. The contemplative pedagogies used in this
class were also coupled with arts-based approaches to qualitative inquiry and
deep introspection. Arts-based approaches in qualitative research refer to the use
of creativity for inquiry, data collection, data analysis, and representation (Barone
& Eisner, 2006; Barone & Eisner, 2012). Although arts-based approaches can be
used in all stages of qualitative inquiry, it is not necessary, nor mandated that one
uses these approaches in a certain way or in all stages. Therefore, it falls upon the
researcher to offer justifications for using creative modalities of inquiry in whatever ways that seem relevant to the project.
The paper contains the perspective of teaching and assessment of the first
author, who was the instructor of record for an introductory level qualitative
research class for doctoral students, in addition to a student’s reflection of the
experience, who is the second author of the paper. Due to the nature of qualitative research and contemplative practices, parts of the paper will be presented in
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first person narratives of the authors. The intention to integrate contemplative
and arts-based approaches in qualitative inquiry was driven by a need to trigger
the authentic inquirer within. In order for such triggering to occur, there needed
to be a safe space, opportunities to make mistake without penalty, but with possibilities for growth and reflection with adequate balance of support and challenge
for transformative learning experiences to occur. Yet, at the same time, there
was an obligation to teach content mastery, to assess that mastery, while asking
students to be vulnerable, explore within, conduct deep introspective inquiry, and
bring to bear such inquiry in tangible empirical research. Assessment could honor
the effort, but assessment had to also consider how closely the effort matched
learning the content and the student’s substantive and methodological knowledge
of qualitative inquiry. Thus, in this paper we explore certain design elements of
the course, the process of experiencing and executing those design elements, assessment approaches, and the effectiveness of the design and implementation of
contemplative and arts-based approaches in qualitative research.
Background and Context of the Course and Instructor1
I have taught Introduction to Qualitative Research for the last 10 years to various
students in social sciences, although the primary population of my students belonged to the College of Education. Initially I had used a constructivist pedagogy
(Airasian & Walsh, 1997; Piaget, 1985; Prawat & Flodden, 1994) bearing in mind
that I was to create experiences through which students will construct their own
meanings. These meanings would then be assessed against their pre-existing schemas (Bhattacharya & Han, 2001). Usually, this assessment process of new schemas
involves assimilation with existing schemas or modification of existing schemas to
accommodate the new information. Eventually, the disequilibrium and cognitive
dissonance caused by the new information is either neutralized or brought to
equilibrium once the mind somehow incorporates the new schema into the existing ones. In cases where this is impossible, the new schema is rejected completely.
I have tried to cultivate learning environments where new schemas are accommodated rather than completely dismissed.
And even though one can argue that my efforts were reflected in my course
evaluations, which have been in the 90th percentile when ranked against similar
courses, for the past four or five years I did not feel authentic teaching the introductory qualitative methods course. My epistemic, ontological, and pedagogical
thinking have been heavily informed by de/colonizing discourses (Mohanty, 2004;
Mutua & Swadener, 2004; Smith, 1999/2012) and I kept that outside of teaching
1
The first person narrative of this section of the paper refers to the experience of the
first author.
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qualitative research. Additionally, I kept my own interest and alignment in and with
contemplative pedagogies and arts-based approaches outside of the qualitative classes.
Consequently, over the years, there was a chasm between who I was authentically and the kinds of options I was presenting to students for conducting
qualitative inquiry. At the end of the semester, in December 2014, I sat with this
separation and the dissonance it created within to see what arose. It was then that
I realized that if I were to create authentic learners, then I had to be brave enough
to bring my authenticity to the classroom. This posed some significant dangers
for me as a female scholar of color, teaching in a predominantly White institution.
Bringing de/colonizing epistemologies and methodologies to the classroom meant
that I would have to open up conversations about race, nation states, and un/interrogated privileges to people who enjoy these privileges and may or may not be
aware of such enjoyment. I was aware of the in/formal discussion (Dottin, 1999;
McIntyre, 1997) amongst scholars of color and White allies, where they highlight
how challenging it is to expose students to these conversations without creating
oppositional positions that give rise to defensive reactions. Additionally, inserting
contemplative and arts-based approaches to the learning environment could feel
like I am presenting things from the margin, the fringe elements of qualitative
inquiry that would only have minimal appeal to similarly situated students, while
alienating most students. Was I going to deny the students a more traditional,
mainstream experience of qualitative research (Creswell, 2007; Patton, 1987a,
1987b; Wolcott, 2008)?
As I sat with these concerns without a need to solve or resist them, but
just with the intention of accepting them and making friends with these dissonant thoughts, I realized that my epistemology, ontology, and pedagogies were
already intersected with various dominant, oppressive, and resistant discourses
simultaneously. On one hand, mainstream qualitative research presents itself in
innocuous ways without mentioning the colonizing structure of research and how
destructive research has been to certain groups of people. For example, Linda
Tuhiwai Smith (1999/2012), a Maori scholar from New Zealand, reminds us that
research is linked to European imperialism and colonialism. Further, to indigenous
people and people of color, research is a dirty word. Smith elaborates:
Just knowing that someone measured our ‘faculties’ by filling the
skulls of our ancestors with millet seeds and compared the amount
of millet seed to the capacity for mental thought offends our sense
of who and what we are. It galls us that Western researchers and
intellectuals can assume to know all that it is possible to know of
us, on the basis of their brief encounters with some of us. (Smith,
1999/2012, p. 1)
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I was aware of the colonizing structure of research, the messiness of conducting fieldwork in qualitative inquiry, the ethical issues that arise when a cultural
outsider presumes to extract and generalize “objective” knowledge from a group
that appears to be exotic to the Western gaze, and yet I was uncomfortable bringing these issues to light for my students because of three reasons. First, I learned
these things on my own, through agentic inquiries, outside of the classroom. Second, I was unsure of my ability to fully embrace what might emerge from a space
created to discuss inequities, which could involve hurt, angry feelings, feelings of
alienation and isolation, and tension in the classroom. Third, I did not fully trust
that the students would take on deep inner, creative, introspective journeys while
reflecting on their un/earned privileges and manifestations of social structures of
inequities.
Given that my disposition about qualitative research was informed by contemplative practices, arts-based approaches, and de/colonizing epistemologies, if
I did not bring these ideas to the classroom then I was not giving permission to
myself to be authentic, and therefore, I could not inspire the authentic inquirer
within each student, which was my intent. An authentic inquirer, the way I conceptualized it, was someone who was pursuing a line of inquiry that was purposeful
beyond getting an academic degree, had personal meaning and agency for the
inquirer, and that inspired the inquirer to do work in this world that addressed
a social issue of importance to the inquirer. My reflections made me realize that
I taught the dominant narrative about research to my students while in my own
practice, I was agentic, liberatory, and resistant against oppressive frameworks
in knowledge construction. Therefore, I needed to bridge this gap between who
I was inside and outside the classroom. That was when I decided that for me to
remain in integrity, I have to bring my authentic self to the classroom so that the
students can mirror back in authenticity.
To do so, I decided to integrate contemplative practices more actively in
my class. These practices included silent sitting, meditative writing, meditative
art making, deep listening, and storytelling. Additionally, the required readings
involved readings about qualitative methodology, de/colonizing methodologies,
and arts-based approaches in education. The assessments were developmental
in nature. In other words, students had multiple opportunities to return to an
assignment, to strengthen the merit of the assignment after receiving a formative
grade with detailed feedback. At the end of the class, they had opportunities to
revise all assignments and submit them for a final grade. No formative grades
assigned to students’ work in the earlier part of the semester were formally recorded. Students knew those formative grades and feedback were for opening
up a dialogue so that they reflect on their learning, identify areas of struggle, and
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engage in developing their understanding further. Class discussions often involved
integration of creative activities, self-expression, discussing differing perspectives,
engaging in contemplative practices, and using embodied performances to discuss
the assigned readings. It was extremely rare for the students to be assigned to
groups to simply discuss readings by exploring key questions without a creative,
embodied, or reflective element. Authentic inquiry required creating a space for
deeper engagement so that meaningful dialoguing could occur. While it would be
beyond the scope of this paper to discuss all assignments and associated pedagogical moves, in the next section I will discuss two key assignments, the intent,
design, and execution, followed by a reflective narrative from the second author,
who was a student in the class.
Intent, Design, and Execution of Two Arts-Based Assignments
The intent of the course was to cultivate the authentic inquirer within for each
student while they learned about qualitative research. In doing so, it was critical that they learned about themselves, their un/earned privileges, in relation to
other people whose lived realities might differ. This is an important part of learning qualitative research because conducting qualitative inquiry requires developing
rapport with participants, understanding their stories of their lived realities, and
then co-constructing a narrative with the participants about the ways in which they
make meaning of their lived realities (Bhattacharya, 2013; Denzin & Lincoln, 2002).
One cannot tell anyone else’s stories in any level of depth, if one has not traveled
deeply within to understand one’s own stories. And in understanding one’s own
stories deeply, one can then extend the same depth of inquiry to the participants’
stories, understand self in relation to Other, and cultivate a sense of compassion,
empathy, and understand interrelatedness of being (Barbezat & Bush, 2014; Gunnlaugson, Sarath, Scott, & Bai, 2014; Palmer & Zajonc, 2010).
Qualitative researchers tend to develop rich, thick, descriptive context-driven narratives, while honoring multiple, contradictory truths simultaneously
(Bhattacharya, 2009; Denzin & Lincoln, 2000). Qualitative inquiry is often used
in conducting social justice research with people who occupy various axes of differences such as race, gender, class, sexuality, nationality, religion, etc. Therefore,
it is critical that students understand their positionality in relation to what they
study and who they work with, instead of posturing as a colonizing, supposedly
objective inquirer, which is neither accurate, nor authentic or respectful. The goal
of qualitative research is not to offer generalizable and replicable truths. Instead,
the goal of qualitative research is to offer the context in which certain truths are
created, understood, and internalized by people. These contexts are then mapped
against the broader socio-political local, national, and global landscape as relevant
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to the issues highlighted in the inquiry. Readers are then encouraged to create their
entry points and extract from the research that which is transferable to their own
contexts of learning, researching, or living. Therefore, below, I present narratives
that allowed for understanding and interrogating of privileges and informed how
students performed on two key assignments.
***
A new group of students walk into my Introduction to Qualitative Methods class.
Most of them have no prior background in qualitative methods. After discussing
the syllabus, I tell the students that I have a paper throwing project for them. Each
of them will have one crumpled ball of paper. They will have to make five baskets,
by throwing their crumbled balls in the trash bin within five minutes. Those who
can make the five baskets will be able to earn 2 percent bonus points. As expected,
the students perk up, as we live in the grade-obsessed culture of higher education.
I invite the students to the front of the class, where they pick up a small folded
piece of paper that will determine their placement relative to the trash bin. Once
they open the paper, some students discover that they have a red dot marked on
the paper and others have a blue dot. I ask the seven students who have red dots
to sit at a table located at the front of the class. Thirteen students with blue dots
sit at the tables in the middle and back row. I move the trash bin from the corner
of the class and place it close to the students sitting at the front, making it exceedingly easy for them to make their baskets. I tell the class that when I say, “Go”
they will have 5 minutes to make the baskets as a whole class from their individual
positions2 . Immediately, people with blue dots start asking questions:
“We have to sit here? We cannot move? It’s too far.”
“That’s not fair. The red dots have an advantage.”
The students at the front begin a dialogue with those in the middle and back
rows.
“Well it isn’t that you’re that far, really.”
“I am sure if you try, you can get your five baskets in here.”
“I am not sure if it is all that easy for us, either.”
“Maybe after we are done with our five baskets, you guys can switch seats
with us?”
They turn and look at me.
“Can we do that? Can we change seats?”
“You can subvert my structure under one condition. Whatever you do, you
have to agree to all the modified rules together as a group.”
What ensues next is an engaged discussion about who has what advantages
from what position, and why, and how some of the advantages could be equalized.
2
This chaotic set up was intentional so that the students could problematize the rules and
come up with more sensible rules that were responsive to their desires.
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I smile and observe, as they negotiate and consider multiple options, an organic
scene unfolding before me. Finally the students decide that first they are to empty
the trash bin. Then one student will collect four paper balls from all the other
students, so that she will have five paper balls in her hand (her own ball + four
people’s paper balls). She will be the closest to the basket. She will dunk the paper
balls, thereby making her five baskets. Then the student behind the first student
will turn the basket over, collect the five paper balls, stand the trash bin upright,
and put the five paper balls in the basket to get her points. Then she will move
away and the person next in line will repeat the pattern. The people who got the
red dots would go first before the rest of the class. Once I ensure that the entire
class is in full agreement, I say, “Go,” and start timing them and warn them that
they have only 5 minutes. The students finish the entire activity in 3.5 minutes.
They go around the room congratulating each other, jumping up to high five each
other, extremely proud of their accomplishment. A community forms.
“Is this what you wanted?” One student asks me.
“Maybe” I smile. “Let’s talk about what happened. What did the people do to
earn the red dots?”
“Nothing, they were just lucky.” One of the blue dot holders chimes in.
“Okay, what did the red dot mean for these students initially?”
“That they had an advantage.” Yet another blue dot holder shares his insight.
“Excellent! So would you say that the red dot people were oppressing you
because they had the advantage?”
“No, they were not oppressing us, but they had a leg up, that’s for sure. But
they knew they had an advantage and were willing to work something out with the
rest of us so that we were not as disadvantaged.”
“Besides, the red dot people were few and we were many. And they would
have to deal with us for the rest of the semester. So it was in their best interest
to be good team players.”
“I see. So they had to value being good team players more than their advantage to earning extra points?”
“Yes, but we made sure we went first, just in case.” One of the red dot holders confesses.
“So, even though they valued being good team members, they did not really
sacrifice their advantage, did they? What does this remind you of?”
“Society and privileges.” A red dot holder answers.
We engage in deep discussion about privileges, earned and unearned, and
how even an earned privilege such as education is connected to unearned privileges of access, location, race, class, gender, etc., and while conducting qualitative
inquiry we have to interrogate our privileges while trying to understand someone
else’s experiences that are different from our own.
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I do not feel scared to handle the volatility of whatever might unfold. I realize
the red-dot-blue-dot exercise allows us to talk about intense issues of inequities
with intellectual honesty, openness, without the defensiveness and discomfort I
have felt earlier and observed amongst students. At the end of the discussion,
through a contemplative, free writing exercise, I ask students to identify five of
their unearned privileges from which they continue to benefit. Once the students
complete their writing, I invite them to share, if inspired to do so. One by one,
students begin to share and relate with each other. Soon it becomes clear that
one student’s unearned privilege is another student’s earned privilege, leading
to different lived experiences of successes and challenges. And yet there is an
interrelatedness of these privileges, how they function as a social discourse, sometimes in extremely polarized oppositional discourses, and how they culminate in
this moment, where we are gathered here to conceptualize research projects
informed by qualitative inquiry.
***
The students in my Introduction to Qualitative Research Methods were assigned
a bag-portrait project that will contribute towards their subjectivity performance
(see Appendix A) assignment and an abbreviated duoethnography project (see Appendix B). Duoethnography is a collaborative research methodology where two
or more researchers explore each other’s life histories surrounding a phenomenon (Norris, Sawyer, & Lund, 2012). This dialectical process allows for a recursive
meaning making where both parties understand their life histories in relation to
each other’s and begin to see the interrelatedness in their similarities and differences. I gave students a brown paper bag (see Figure 1) to create a self-portrait
which would later be part of the duoethnography project.

Figure 1. Brown bag for subjectivity and duoethnography project.
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The instructions were driven by the ways in which I extended Goffman’s (1959,
1997) conceptualization of front- and backstage performances in my dissertation
(Bhattacharya, 2009). On one side of the bag the students were to represent their
views, beliefs, values, assumptions, milestones, or un/earned privileges in any way
they chose to, including doodles, pictures, collage, art, or something else. On the
other side of the bag, they were to demonstrate what they keep hidden or do
not readily share about themselves with the world, but which still influences their
connection to their research topic. They would never have to reveal the backside
side of their bag to anyone if they chose not to. Inside the bag, they were to put
objects, pictures, paraphernalia, artifacts that demonstrate the discursive effect
on the choices they have made thus far that brought them to the current moment
of qualitative inquiry and to their specific research interest for their dissertation. I
told them that they would not be assessed in terms of the aesthetic value of their
work, but they would be assessed for critical, reflexive, and contemplative engagement that demonstrates a depth of understanding. They were also to partner with
someone else in class to conduct a semester-long abbreviated duoethnography
project. In this project, students were to use the bag self-portrait to elicit conversations with each other through informal semi-structured in-depth interviews.
The focus of the interviews was to explore a person’s life histories that shape
him/her in the current moment of his/her academic journey and how the person
understands, integrates, rejects, resists, and accommodates with and against these
life history elements when considering his/her dissertation topic. The partnership
was randomly assigned by drawing names from a bowl.
Two days were reserved for students to present their subjectivities to their
peers. They were told that there was no penalty for what they presented as long
as they were mindful of the rubric criteria for the presentation. They knew if
they missed any criterion, they would get a chance to address the criterion orally
or in writing, and therefore, the assessment was honor-based and not punitive.
I was surprised that almost all of the students shared the backside of their bags3
that were supposed to contain information that they do not reveal to the world
readily, yet have an awareness of how such information connects to their research
interest. The performances were rich, detailed, and engaging (see Figures 2, 3, and
4). Students began to draw connections between each other’s work, life histories,
and research interests. The sense of community was strengthened at the end of
the performances.
3
All images shared are done through an approved IRB and informed consent from the
student participants.
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Figure 2. Bag portrait of a student in Educational Leadership.
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Figure 3 (left). Bag portrait of a student in Music Education.
Figure 4 (right). Bag portrait of a student in Student Affairs.
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During class discussions, introverted students revealed that if this were a traditional interview, they would not have opened up as much as they did. Other students revealed how deeply they understood the responsibility of protecting their
peers when they had to re-present their peers’ stories for their final projects.
Discussions about ethics of care and compassion became a key part of regular
conversation coupled with what might be one’s due diligence in research.
Students were taught two different types of data analysis techniques to analyze their interview data. The first technique they used was a contemplative
arts-based technique where they used principles of mixed medium art making to
layer excerpts from the interview texts, pictures of the objects, and their ways of
understanding and relating to the participants’ stories. Students were encouraged
to develop personal symbols (iconography) that metaphorically represented the
ways in which the stories were unfolding for them. These exercises were conducted in silence, while there was some background music playing, holding space for
students as they navigated through the layering of their data.
In mixed medium art making the artist has to pay attention to the positive
and negative spaces on the canvas. Students had to contemplate how they would
fill those spaces, how the positive and the negative spaces would relate to each
other, and if the negative spaces should be opaque, transparent, or translucent.
In doing so, they had to use discernment and work with what arose within if they
tried to render parts of their partner’s stories invisible (opaque), partially visible
(translucent), or completely visible (transparent). With each decision there were
tensions and contradictions that invited discussions about ethics of care, deep
self-awareness, and trustworthy relationships when conducting research.
The second technique of data analysis that students learned was the traditional inductive data analysis technique used in qualitative research where students
code, categorize, and thematize data (LeCompte, 2000). For their final assignment, students were expected to present their findings in any way they saw fit
using any analytical technique that they considered to be reasonable. Every student incorporated an arts-based contemplative element in their findings and some
students presented their entire work through some creative modality such as a
documentary, photo essay, live painting, or even a performance.
I conducted a contemplative reflective writing exercise with the students at
the end of the class. What surprised me was the ease with which students could
discuss states of being (ontology), how they come to know their worlds and that
which they oppose (epistemology of self and the other), how their values, beliefs,
assumptions, motivate, inform, and frame the purpose of their research (subjectivities, theoretical framing), and how they were able to see both the diversity and the
connectivity of each other’s work by bearing witness to how their peers presented
their bag portraits (interrelatedness) earlier in the class. Traditionally, these were
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difficult and abstract concepts for students to write and discuss. In their recursive
reflections (a required part of the duoethnography project) almost every student
mentioned that even though their partnership was randomly assigned, they felt
that somehow they were meant to be together because of the ways in which they
began to understand and internalize interrelatedness. This became even more
poignant especially when the classroom consisted of several military students,
a Muslim student from Indonesia who attended class in full hijab, conservative
upper middle class White students, and students who struggled with poverty for
a large part of their lives. In the next section, the second author’s perspective
is presented as a student in the class who experienced the bag self-portrait and
duoethnography project.
Assessing the Authentic Knower: A Student’s Perspective4
I never imagined forming a deep awareness and appreciation for my truths and
the truths of the world around me simply by participating in an introductory qualitative research course during my time as a doctoral student. Exploring my own
truths, however, has led me to a deeper level of understanding of what it means,
in qualitative inquiry, to explore the truth that takes shape in the lived experiences
of oneself and others.
Two key projects which were assigned to better acquaint students with qualitative inquiry included a bag portrait subjectivity performance and duoethnography project. These projects allowed us to develop our understanding of self,
privileges, values, beliefs, and assumptions that informed our possible interest
in a topic worthy of a dissertation. Delving first into our own lived experiences
through a self-portrait subjectivity performance allowed for an immediate sense
of community within the classroom, as we created individual bag portraits that
showed sides of ourselves that we display to the world around us, along with sides
of ourselves that we tend to keep hidden from others’ view. Sharing the hidden
views, although we were not required to do so, provided us with an opportunity
to breathe life into the truth of our stories that we often tend to suppress or
completely conceal from the world.
Secondly, a duoethnography project allowed for a paired exploration of students’ individual and shared narratives, in which we were both researcher and
participant as we took turns interviewing and analyzing one another’s lived experiences using the bag portrait as conversation triggers.
Participating in these projects provided the opportunity to create a space
of trust and openness within the classroom setting, ultimately transforming our
classroom into a community of friends and supporters rather than merely peers
4
The first person narrative of this section of the paper refers to the experience of the
second author.
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and acquaintances. The typical levels of competition or pettiness that often occur
within higher education were nonexistent. Despite obvious differences in our individual realities, we rallied together in support of one another. As such, engaged
discussion ensued regarding what it means to have earned or unearned privileges,
delving into personal beliefs based upon cultural assumptions and looking at the
de/construction of our own identities. The presence of reflective and contemplative practices allowed us to explore our differences while simultaneously growing
in community with one another. The mutual vulnerability and authenticity that
was presented in sharing and receiving truths with others has been more powerful
than anything else I have experienced during my time in higher education.
Becoming vulnerable within a sacred space and de/constructing our own subjectivities by recalling lived experiences provided a source of great intrigue for my
classmates and myself, as it was something that we had never before been asked
to do. I was especially surprised by the ways in which I was able to seemingly open
up almost immediately to my classmates who, in essence, were strangers, with
backgrounds completely unlike my own. Initially, I had no previous interactions
or friendships with any of the students enrolled in the course. Additionally, my
classmates were neither cultural insiders to my lived experiences, nor did they
understand the ways in which a life lived among rural poverty had affected my own
plight as a researcher, which inspires me to explore the experiences of homeless
students in public education. Despite our differences, however, I was deeply invested not only in the recollections of my narrative, but in my classmates’ shared
recollections of their narratives.
Exploring Hidden Curriculum through Healing
As the course progressed, I found an opportunity to open up to my classmates and
the instructor regarding memories of my childhood that evoked painful emotions,
in a way in which I had never previously opened up publicly before. Sharing my
own lived experiences especially regarding memories of my childhood in a rural,
impoverished Appalachian community provided an opportunity for deep-seated
wounds to heal and a greater level of self-awareness and understanding to occur.
It was especially moving to see the ways in which one student’s unearned privilege
paralleled that of another student’s earned privilege, across race, class, gender, nationality, abilities, etc. As such, one person’s seemingly effortless advantage helped
to shed light on another’s plight towards the same advantage. This provided a
space for us to share the ways in which privilege has and will continue to shape
our lives in and outside of the classroom.
We learned how some students had been ashamed of their backgrounds or
were shunned due to a lifestyle or life choice that was not accepted by their cultural group. For some, sharing these types of personal experiences was both unfa-
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miliar and frightening, as they had rarely, if ever, done so before. As classmates we
found ourselves becoming genuinely invested in one another’s shared un/earned
privileges, differing cultures, and lived experiences. As our own truths emerged,
this provided an even greater level of reflection and healing, allowing trust, compassion, and friendship to emerge within our learning community.
During this time of healing, a hidden curriculum surfaced within our classroom, providing an opportunity for a contemplative, self- reflective approach to
learning about one another, ourselves, our position in world, and our position
as future researcher on topics of social justice that required understanding, dialoguing, and working across differences. Because we took great care in the recollection and retelling of our own stories, our classroom became a space of both
compassion and creativity—allowing for even the most reserved of students to
feel at ease in sharing portions of their lives with the class in a way that told the
truths of their own lived experiences, in whichever manner was most comfortable
for them. Due to the sensitive nature of openly sharing one’s lived experiences,
in assessing our efforts, it would have been unfair and unkind for our instructor
to utilize traditional methods of assessment. Promoting a contemplative approach
to assessment, however, allowed us to reflect on areas of our work in which we
could continue to explore, rather than penalize us for not getting things right the
first time we ventured into vulnerable, unfamiliar spaces.
Although there was initial apprehension towards the developmental nature
of assignments and assessment practices, students soon opened themselves up to
this newfound way of thinking and engagement with the course content. I recall
clearly one student being visibly upset at the beginning of the course—noting that
she felt she was not being true to herself in exploring contemplative and artsbased practices, and rather craved a more traditional approach that she was used
to. This student at the end of the course voluntarily chose to present her duoethnographic findings through a juxtaposition of poem and painting. She wrote a
poem using interview excerpts and recorded a performance of the poem. During
her presentation, she allowed the poem to be a voiceover narrative, while she
immersed herself in the moment, and painted to the poem, bringing out findings
from her data in colors, images, bold and soft strokes, curves, and splatters. Bearing witness to this transformation was powerful in addition to bearing witness to
my peers’ growth through this class.
During the course, we understood that we would have multiple opportunities
to revise our work and dialogue with our instructor to improve the quality of our
work. Feedback was not punitive, but developmental, inviting us to contemplate
the ways in which we could deepen our understanding of the subject matter. Most
written assignments required us to be reflective about our learning experiences
and our reading discussions were always engaging with embodied performances,

62 THE JOURNAL OF CONTEMPLATIVE INQUIRY . Vol. 4, No. 1 . 2017

creative expressions, and humor. The formative nature of the assessment alleviated student anxiety and provided a means through which creative and compassionate expression was encouraged. By not being restricted to traditional assignment
and assessment practices, we were able to create projects that demonstrated
understanding of our positionalities as researchers, how we framed the world,
how this framing was challenged, remodified as a result of engaging in this project,
and how we understood our connection with our partner, with the class, and
with the world at large. The projects undoubtedly triggered meaningful parts of
us that are all too often silenced by traditional means of education. It is not often
that one is able to creatively express one’s life story in graduate work without
fear of judgment or ridicule from others. This deep exploration was not just about
self-understanding, but it allowed us to understand how to work with data, how
to honor participants, how to handle ethical crossroads in qualitative data, and
the messiness of discernment when conducting data analysis and making decisions
about representing findings. We postured humbly as future researchers instead of
as researchers with a right to know about others’ lived experiences just because
it was possible.
Making Meaning Outside of Pass or Fail
Prior to completing my first introductory course in qualitative research, I had
never before encountered a type of assessment that was developmental in nature.
As a majority of my classmates echoed this sentiment, it was initially somewhat
daunting for each of us to realize that we would not be evaluated in a traditional
manner, but rather, in a way that would allow for us to continue to grow and adapt
to our own learning experiences as we made meaning through our subjectivities,
shared personal narratives, and resulting research interests. While the material
was challenging, the support offered encouraged us to work beyond the challenge
and stretch out of our comfort zones.
Additionally, as a licensed middle and secondary level educator and a current
doctoral student, I have not often been faced with evaluative practices that extend
beyond letter grades or simply marks of pass or fail. Despite my initial fears of an
unfamiliar evaluative practice, preparing to be assessed in this manner was actually
a liberating experience. To recognize that each assignment offered an opportunity
for continued development and reflection allowed for an alleviation of the typical
types of stressors most often associated with traditional evaluation and grading
practices. Engaging with the course content in a more contemplative manner allowed me to form both a deeper understanding and deeper level of engagement
with my own narratives, passions, and resulting research interests. I was able to
articulate clearly how I saw my stories, my un/earned privileges, and my research
interests intersected. No longer did I have to pretend that my reason for pursuing
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my research agenda was simply driven by the literature and somehow separate
from my humanity and experiences.
According to our instructor, the key purpose of our assigned duoethnographic project was to explore the ways in which a person’s life histories shape him/her
in the current moment of his/her academic journey and how the person explores,
integrates, rejects, resists, and accommodates with and against these life history
elements when considering his/her research projects. Contemplative and artsbased data collection techniques (elicited conversations based on the artwork on
the bag and paraphernalia inside the bag) allowed us to explore the ways in which
various elements of our bag portraits and duoethnography projects were interrelated. In addition, we created personal iconography in class, after engaging in a
short sitting silent meditation, then listening to Tibetan singing bowl music, and
then working in silence. Personal iconographies were icons that metaphorically
represented the participants’ lived experiences as we understood them, which
allowed us to become both self-reflective and counter-reflective of the lived experiences of one another.
Reflecting back, I appreciated the value of a sacred, trusting, shared space in
addition to assessment that was supportive and developmental, while challenging
my learning experiences. Even though the instructor did not emphasize any learning measured by passing or failing the course, I became aware of a series of questions that arose as I moved through the course. To what extent do I want engage
in my work to make my work matter? To what extent do I want to understand
data collection, analysis, and representation in qualitative research to make my
work rigorous and ethical? To what extent do I engage in building and sustaining a
trusting relationship with my participant so that I honor our relationship instead of
perceiving the participant as an information repository, from whom I just extract
what I need for my academic agenda? What theoretical, methodological, contemplative, arts-based discourses will allow me to do the work that I need to do with
homelessness in public education in rural communities in the U.S.? I cannot claim
that I have the answers to these questions, but I can claim that these were critical
questions that arose from the contemplative engagement with the content of the
class. Had I been focused on simply completing assignments and obtaining a grade,
I would not have been invested as deeply as I was, and these questions would
most likely have been buried somewhere deep in my consciousness, away from
my explicit awareness.
On the last day of class, as students presented their projects and their recursive reflections, several students discussed how the class was a healing experience
for them. Each presentation was rich, engaging, and thought provoking. Instead of
the nervousness of presenting final projects that were worth a large part of the
final grade (institutional mandate), the classroom was celebratory. We knew that
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our performances were a culmination of our investment in our learning process
throughout the semester. Nevertheless, it is uncommon for students to be this
minimally concerned about grades at the end of the semester. We discussed our
process of data analysis, data representation, and ethical dilemmas. And everyone
discussed how relatable the shared experiences were despite our individual axes
of differences. And in that moment I knew that as we assessed our learning experiences and were being assessed, the ways in which we worked in this class and
the class worked on us extended beyond the four walls and beyond one semester.
This was an illumination. Paths were highlighted. Invitations were made to what
could lie ahead in our doctoral education journeys.
Intention, Meaningful Learning, and Assessment in Qualitative Research
The field of contemplative approaches and practices has been informed by a group
of interdisciplinary scholars, including economists, physicists, sociologists, neurologists, and humanists (Barbezat & Bush, 2014; Palmer & Zajonc, 2010; Tang,
Hölzel, & Posner, 2015; Zajonc, 2009). Palmer and Zajonc (2010) state that a deep
inner journey could reflect on the ontology of experience that can be rigorously
developed, carefully studied, and used as a mental instrument for investigation
leading to significant scholarly work in higher education. The outcome of such inner journeys in qualitative research could be reflective of depth, authenticity, compassion, and a socially just way of conducting and reporting qualitative research.
Within the context of this paper, the instructor (Kakali) designed a qualitative
research course with the realization that she has to be authentic and vulnerable if
she expects to trigger the authentic inquirer within each doctoral student in her
qualitative research class. Therefore, a sacred learning space needed to be created
that honored students where they were and accepted their vulnerabilities as they
navigated through challenging and unfamiliar terrains. The learning environment
needed to be developmental and formative in nature, with the understanding that
we are always a work in progress. Assignments for the course were evaluated with
feedback and formative grades that were not documented but used as invitation
for dialogue and deeper learning. Students were offered repeated opportunities
to revise and resubmit their work to help them understand that learning is a continuous process and the pace of learning varies, encouraging deep self-awareness
of the agentic roles they wanted play in their learning.
Evaluating effectiveness is always a challenging process, because it is difficult
to avoid the positivist nature of effectiveness in the neoliberal culture of higher
education where evidence-based inquiry is limited to certain kinds of evidence
that marginalizes first person knowledge, native understandings, and alternate
ways of knowledge construction that do not always fit the dominant paradigm of
knowledge that is considered scientific or fundable. Qualitative researchers have
posed ample criticism to such privileging of knowledge (Cannella & Lincoln, 2004).
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Therefore, for this class, a recursive reflective piece was added as part of the
student’s final duoethnographic assignment (see Appendix B) where the students
reflected on the learning experience both in terms of self-awareness, researcher
positionality, and learning qualitative inquiry.
The goal was to explore if students were able to speak to these ideas at the
end of the course with some level of depth and engagement. Most importantly,
recursive reflections were created for students to identify the ways in which they
understood interrelatedness of being in terms of who they were, how they related
to the world, their participants, their un/earned privileges, and the social justice
issues that can be inquired using qualitative research. Additionally, there were
reflective writing and dialoguing sessions held in class where students provided
their feedback on a regular basis about their learning experiences. There was time
reserved at the end of each class for closing comments and each student spoke to
what arose for them in that class, what ideas, experiences stayed with them, and
what created resistance. No student was challenged or penalized for sharing their
perspectives. Instead, every student was heard and acknowledged and, where
necessary, tweaks, accommodations, and modifications were made in subsequent
classes to meet the students’ needs.
Due to the varied demographic structure of the class as well as the implication of qualitative research, where the students in their future research projects
could engage with participants who could be situated differently in terms of their
un/earned privileges, self-awareness and understanding of un/earned privileges
was critical. Additionally, understanding that others might not have similar privileges, and therefore could experience a different lived experience, was critical
to becoming an ethical qualitative researcher. And yet, even in differences there
existed a shared humanity, an interconnectivity which was perhaps the key intent
of the course, which became evident in students’ projects and in written and verbal reflections. As a result of this class, students volunteered to create two sister
organizations, “Contemplative Practices in Higher Education” and “Qualitative
Research for Doctoral Students.” Every student in the class signed up for one or
both of these organizations. While this was an unintended outcome of the class,
this outcome certainly indicates that what was learned within the classroom was
valuable enough to the students to sustain an engagement beyond the classroom,
beyond grades, and beyond the calendar date of the end of a semester.
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APPENDIX A:
RUBRIC FOR BAG PORTRAIT SUBJECTIVITY PERFORMANCE

You will be given a paper bag on which you will create a portrait of yourself. On
one side of the bag will be a reflection of you that you project to the world. On the
other side will be a reflection of you that you perhaps keep hidden from the world.
Inside the bag you will keep objects, items, memorabilia, pictures, or anything else
you deem relevant that connects you to your study, inspires you to do what you
do, and informs your values, beliefs, and assumptions. This will be an ongoing project throughout the semester so keep returning to your self-portrait bag as the
semester goes on. For the purpose of this project, you will be expected to present
your self-portrait bag to the class for 5 minutes to discuss:
Criteria
Description of topic that you are
interested in studying with sufficient
details about the topic
Describe/display your journey to
this topic. How did you come across
this topic? What are the milestones?
What are the landmarks? What were
your personal experiences? How did
it make you feel? What conclusions
were you able to draw? What privileges do you identify with that are
earned and/or unearned?
Why does this study matter to you?
What are your motivations? What are
your personal and professional investments?
What assumptions do you bring to
this topic? What kind of outcomes do
you expect out of this research?
Total
Instructor remarks:

Points
1

1.5

1.5

1

5

Your Points
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APPENDIX B:
RUBRIC FOR DUOETHNOGRAPHY PROJECT

Student Name:
Submit an in-depth duoethnography project no longer than 20 pages including references
and supporting materials in the appendix.
The purpose of this study is to explore the ways in which a person’s life histories shape
him/her in the current moment of his/her academic journey and how the person explores,
integrates, rejects, resists, and accommodates with and against these life history elements
when considering his/her research projects. Guiding questions for these projects could
include:
1. In what ways does the participant’s life histories shape the participant’s current
lived experiences as a scholar in training? In what ways does attending to the participant’s life histories inform, shape, influence, and disrupt the researcher’s understanding of his/her life experiences related to his/her academic journey?
2. What are some perspectives that the participant and researcher share about their
life histories and academic journeys?
3. Where might be some differences between the participant and the researcher’s life
histories and academic journeys?
4. What transformative role, if any, does duoethnography play in informing the researcher about qualitative research, one’s own project, and one’s own relationship
with said project?

Criteria for Grading
Introduction to • Description of the project
the project
• What were the research purpose and questions?
• What was particularly intriguing about this
issue?
• What was already known about
duoethnography as a methodological
approach?
Preferred – start with an engaging introduction

Possible
Points
3

Your
Points
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Data Collection • How did you collect data?
Methods
• How long did you participate in data
collection?
• What were the different types of data that
you collected?
• Offer examples of each kind blended in the
narrative.
Outline &
• Explain your process of data analysis that
Preliminary
allowed you to identify preliminary findings
Analysis
• Provide visual examples generously as you
describe your process of data analysis
• Provide a final visual representation of
findings and connections you made
Data
• Present your findings in any way that is
Representation
consistent with your preliminary analysis.
This could be a visual narrative, a play, a
story, etc. with integrated examples from
your data
Recursive
• What went well for you in this project?
Reflection
• How did you understand your life histories,
subjectivity, and positionality as a result of
this study?
• How do the differences in life histories
inform you?
• What role did duoethnography play in
informing you about qualitative inquiry?
• What role did the bag portrait play in
informing your understanding about the
intersection of your life histories and
research interest and in engaging with your
partner’s life histories and research interest?
• What would you like to improve for next
time? What do you need to be more aware
of?
• Provide specific examples from the data to
illustrate your point.
Writing
• Clear organization and structure, fluent and
accurate writing and citations where needed.
Total Points

6

4

3

6

3

25
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A Pedagogy of Well-Being: Introducing
Mindfulness to First-Year Access Students
Karen Ragoonaden				
University of British Columbia		
This article examines the impact of introducing mindfulness practices to an Access (developmental) course aimed at first-year students. As a pathway to well-being, the cultivation of mindfulness supports the harmonious balance of the physical, emotional, mental,
and spiritual dimensions of the self. An ancillary aim of this qualitative study is to examine
the similarities between mindfulness practices and traditional teachings of First Nation,
Inuit and Métis First Peoples of Canada. Using precepts from the Medicine Wheel of
Learning, the content of a developmental course entitled University 101 was adapted
to incorporate Indigenous traditions of teaching and learning. Acknowledging this holistic
approach, circles of learning were used to introduce and to apply new concepts. Formal
and informal mindfulness practices emphasizing breath awareness, movement, and being
present were regular components of the course. This article focuses on the analysis of
interview questions exploring the impact of mindfulness practices on first-year Aboriginal
Access students.

INTRODUCTION

A Pedagogy of Well-Being

W

ithin the scope of a multi-disciplinary review defining well-being,
Dodge, Daly, Huyton and Sanders (2012) propose well-being as the
state of equilibrium or balance that can be affected by life events or
challenges. Further, the authors posit that many attempts at defining well-being
have focused purely on dimensions of this concept, rather than on an easily accessible, universal, and practical definition. For example, according to Moliver (2010),
well-being is a dimension of health enhancement which applies to physical, mental,
emotional, and spiritual dimensions. This is consistent with the definition of health
put forward by the World Health Organization (2012), ‘‘Health is a state of optimal physical, mental and social well-being not merely the absence of disease and
infirmity.’’ Accordingly, well-being is defined in this article as a holistic, self-driven
process involving personal lifestyle, spiritual, mental, physical, emotional, and environmental dimensions dependent on the ebb and flow of life experiences.
Within the context of the First Peoples Principles of Learning (FNESC, 2008),
Pidgeon, Archibald and Hawkey (2014) conceptualized the (w)holistic Indigenous
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Framework as the interconnectedness of the intellectual, physical, emotional, and
spiritual elements of human development. This framework emphasizes Kirkness
and Barnhard’s (1991) work with the 4Rs: respect for First Nations, Inuit, and Métis cultural integrity, relevance to First Nations, Inuit, and Métis perspectives and
experiences, reciprocal relationships, and responsibility. Important consideration is
given to the connections and relations of family and community as well as the impact of institutional and political influences on the individual’s well-being. This (w)
holistic approach values health, balance, the minimization of unhealthy behaviors,
and positive interactions with others and community (Hettler, 1979; Pidgeon et
al., 2014). Since, historically, the well-being model represents health in terms of
maximizing one’s potential, the challenge posed in pedagogical contexts is the
implementation of conditions and supports that cultivate well-being as a holistic,
self-driven process (Miller, 2007).
Seligman (2002, 2011) contributes to the discussion by identifying parameters which support well-being. Positioned as a construct, the recognized father of
positive psychology theorizes that positive emotion, engagement, meaning, positive relationships, and accomplishments (PERMA) present as seminal instances of
well-being. In optimal circumstances, PERMA can help individuals reach a life of
fulfillment, happiness, and meaning. Accordingly, Seligman suggests that institutions can support well-being by ensuring that the foundational elements of PERMA
are fully integrated into identified environments. Similarly to the 4Rs’ focus on
respect, relevance, reciprocity, and responsibility, PERMA is also situated within
a framework emphasizing the interconnectedness and harmonious balance of all
aspects of an individual’s self.
As discussed above, there are many reasons to incorporate mindfulness practices into higher education. These range from physiological and emotional benefits, increases in overall well-being for both instructors and students, and improvements in learning and memory ability (Meiklejohn et al., 2012; Roeser, Peck,
& Nasir, 2006; Roeser, Skinner, Beers, & Jennings, 2012). The practices of mindfulness have universal appeal emphasizing the cultivation of greater awareness, resiliency, and emotional regulation while fostering engagement, positive relationships,
and accomplishments (Ragoonaden, 2015).
Acknowledging the high rate of stress, anxiety, and depression of university
students (de Bruin, Meppelink, & Bögels, 2014; Cuseo, 2003), particularly during
their Freshman year, sustainable mindfulness practices led by qualified instructors could provide the necessary tools for adapting and surviving this stress-laden
transitory period (Cullen, 2011). Further, mindfulness spaces can provide forums
which lay the foundations for sustainable and supportive communities emphasizing all aspects of well-being. In keeping with the above premises, this qualitative
study assessed the impact of mindfulness practices on the well-being of first year
Aboriginal Access students.
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A Definition of Mindfulness
Mindfulness is a reflective practice that involves paying close attention to thoughts,
emotions, and body sensations in order to bring the practitioner to new levels of
self-understanding and awareness (Meiklejohn et al., 2012). Kabat-Zinn (2013) describes mindfulness as “the awareness that emerges through paying attention on
purpose, in the present moment, and non-judgmentally to the unfolding of experience moment by moment” (p. 144). By paying attention, one can become more
aware of thoughts, emotions, and sensations, not only in oneself, but also more
conscious of the impact of one’s surroundings and the individuals inhabiting this
environment. Langer (1989) suggests that mindfulness can allow the practitioner
to view the world through new perspectives that can have a life-altering influence.
She also suggests that the state of being mindful has three qualities: “the creation
of new categories, openness to new information, and an awareness of more than
one perspective” (as cited in Ritchhart & Perkins, 2000, p. 31). Albrecht, Albrecht,
& Cohen (2012) suggest that mindfulness is “a natural human capacity, which involves observing, participating and accepting each of life’s moments from a state
of equilibrium or loving kindness” (p. 2). Likewise, Soloway, Poulin and Mackenzie
(2011) state that “Mindfulness training strengthens one’s capacity to pay attention, non-judgmentally, to one’s thoughts, feelings, and body sensations, thereby
enabling a more skillful response to life’s challenges” (p. 220). These definitions
provide a solid rationale for introducing mindfulness practices to higher education.
Rationale for Mindfulness in Education
Due to the positive results emanating from evidence-based research in medicine
and in health, mindfulness protocols are becoming highly regarded as non-invasive
mental health intervention strategies in educational contexts (Mackenzie, 2015).
Specific studies demonstrate that practicing mindfulness decreases occupational
stress and compassion burnout and can positively contribute to overall well-being
(Abenavoli, Jennings, Greenberg, Harris, & Katz, 2013; Flook, Goldberg, Pinger,
Bonus, & Davidson, 2013). In keeping with the above, there exists research indicating that well-being can also be positioned to promote creativity, capability,
and productivity (Neilson, 2008; Seligman, 2002, 2011). Reflecting on the inner
curriculum of classrooms, Lantieri (2008) acknowledges that the field of education
must not only pay attention to the inner lives of teachers and students, but also
give them pedagogical strategies designed to cultivate skills that foster inner calm
and resilience. Similarly, Goleman (2008), emphasizing the importance of social
and emotional resiliency, supports the cultivation of mindful teaching and learning
practices in educational contexts. By cultivating the potential of mindful awareness, the significant values of personal growth, learning, moral living, and caring for
others are also nurtured (Roeser et al., 2012).
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First Year Access Studies and Mindfulness
This research was undertaken, with permission, on the unceded, traditional and
ancestral territory of the Syilx Okanagan Nation upon which the University of
British Columbia’s Okanagan campus is situated. Conceived as an opportunity for
students to transition to higher education, Aboriginal Access Studies (Aboriginal
Programs and Services, UBC Okanagan) prepares students for degree studies by
providing parameters to facilitate the social, emotional, and cultural adaptation
to university level courses. Prospective university students attend core classes in
biology, education, English, and math. Specifically, the course entitled, EDUC 104
Academic Pedagogy: An Aboriginal Perspective, based on the internationally recognized University 101 program (Barefoot, 1993; Gardner, 1980, 1981), attempts to
redress the cultural discontinuities (Ogbu, 1982) between contemporary education systems and the increasing diversity in school populations in North America. Infused with the holistic perspective of Indigenous teaching and learning, this
course aims to “end the fragmentation that Eurocentric educational systems imposed on First Nations students, and to facilitate the goal of wholeness to which
Indigenous knowledge aspires” (Battiste, 2002, p.30).
In the Access program, students are in school full-time, taking the above mentioned mandatory developmental courses. Respecting the interconnectedness of
Indigenous pedagogy, EDUC 104’s emphasis is placed on the interrelationship of
new knowledge in a culturally responsive framework (Gay, 2000; Ladson-Billings,
1994). Acknowledging the importance of illumination and enlightenment embedded in the diverse representations of the Medicine Wheel (Bopp, Bopp, Brown,
& Lane, 2004), the regular presence of elders, guest speakers from local, placebased First Nations communities, and active peer mentoring from upper level Indigenous students were integral components of this highly supportive educational
environment. Understanding the physical, social, and emotional needs of first year
students, contemplative practices were introduced to complement events organized by Aboriginal Programs and Services, like participation in a Sweat Lodge and
a Salmon Feast.
Befitting the cultural and linguistic plurality of the First Nation Peoples of Canada, many variations of the Medicine Wheel of Learning exist (Bopp et al., 2004).
The common element found in most North American First Nations is the concept of (w)holism reflecting the interrelationships between structural, individual,
social and cultural factors associated with individual aspirations, intentions, and
actions (Archibald et al., 2009, p. iv).Within this context, the Medicine Wheel can
provide the parameters for a holistic approach to education emphasizing interdependence, equilibrium, and unity in a nested system (Archibald, 1995; Ragoonaden
& Mueller, 2017).Working closely with Aboriginal Programs and Services as well
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as community partners, EDUC 104, infused with mindfulness practices and culturally responsive pedagogy, has been conceptualized to reflect interconnectivity
in a nested system, where all facets of learning link with each other on emotional,
spiritual, mental, and physical levels. Teaching from this holistic perspective offers
an alternative approach to the Western school structure, where learning is segregated into individualized and linear-based disciplines (Armstrong, 2005; Claypool
& Preston, 2011). It is within this context that mindfulness practices, with a focus
on cultivating a state of equilibrium through awareness and non-judgment, were
introduced.
Formal and Informal Mindfulness Practice
As discussed, the practices of mindfulness, aimed at bringing awareness to thoughts,
emotions, and sensations, can be easily integrated into many aspects of first year
students’ lives. Accepting that mindfulness practices can be applied to a variety of
contexts any time of day or night, a combination of formal and informal practices
were introduced. Taking holistic directions from the Medicine Wheel of Learning
(Bopp et al., 2004), proven mindfulness activities became weekly occurrences in
EDUC 104 (Albrecht & al., 2012; Battiste, 2002; Broderick, 2013; Broderick &
Metz, 2009; Cullen, 2011; Rechtschaffen, 2014; Salztman, 2014; Schoeberlein &
Seth, 2009). The aim of these practices was to nurture well-being through acts
of kindness and compassion by being attentive, intentional, and authentic in all
actions and experiences. In particular, students engaged in the following practices
over the course of a 13 week university semester:
1. Breath awareness
2. Being present (developing focus and attention)
3. Mindful eating and movement
METHODS

As part of a larger research initiative investigating the impact of culturally responsive pedagogy (Gay, 2000; Ladson-Billings, 1994) in an introductory university level course, this study adhered to research mandates established by the University’s
Ethics Committee, the Faculty of Education’s Aboriginal Advisory committee, as
well as acknowledgement and support from Aboriginal Programs and Services. In
order to ensure the objectivity of each participant’s response, a research assistant
introduced the study, underscored the confidential nature of the work, reiterated the withdrawal policy, asked for informed consent, conducted the interview,
and collected the initial data. The author, also the course instructor, did not have
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access to the data until the last day of grade appeal as dictated by university-wide
policy. Once ethical permission was granted, seven students agreed to sit for a
semi-structured interview. Demographic information indicated that four women
and three men between the ages of 18 and 53 participated in the research. Students were not required to provide further demographic information relating to
cultural and linguistic identities. As Access students, none had met the minimum
requirements for admission to university. This was a first-time experience in higher education for all seven participants.
Based on the grounded theory approach (Glaser, 1992; Glaser & Strauss,
1967), semi-structured interviews provided the data from which new information
was generated. Eight interview questions were divided into three sections. Questions 1-4 inquired into the type of skills acquired and how these are applied to
other courses. Questions 5-6 examined the impact of mindfulness on students’
well-being. The last series of questions, 7-8, interrogated the benefits of this
course in the short term and the long term. The results presented below focus
solely on the participants’ responses to the following three open-ended questions:
6. Have the mindfulness exercises been beneficial? Give examples.
7. Have you used the mindfulness exercises in other situations
(class/home/work)? Give examples.
8. Is there anything else that you would like to add about EDUC 104
and its impact on your learning?
Transcription of questions 6, 7, and 8 of the interviews is complete and following and thematic coding of the responses has resulted in identifiable themes
(Miles & Huberman, 1994). Measures taken to determine categories include using
the constant comparative method (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) to identify and to analyze the data collected from the interviews. In keeping with grounded theory, this
technique identified relationships between codes which provided a more refined
analysis.
RESULTS

As the interviews were transcribed, coded, and analyzed, three thematic categories addressing the impact of the mindfulness practices emerged. To conclude this
section, the benefits as reported by the participants are presented.
1. Self-Reported Perceptions of Stress
2. Similarities between Breath Exercises and Traditional Practices
3. Developing Focus and Attention
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The following verbatim transcriptions support the thematic categorizations.
Theme 1: Self-Reported Perceptions of Stress
The impact of the formal and informal mindfulness practices on the perceived
stress level of participants was a common theme found in the interview data.
When I first got started in September, I was really focused on
school and nothing else. So, just anxious I guess you could call it, on
making sure that, you know, all my work got done, and not being
able to turn it off in my head. So, learning that, you know, to make
time for myself and my husband and, you know, mindfulness, relaxation and having a good balance, that was important for me. (F3)
It was more just stress and keeping the mindfulness. I really liked
that because then it really kind of centered me out before classes
start, and, yeah. So taking the time to actual kind of settle yourself
in, you know? So, it really settled myself down before class. When
I’m rushing around to get to class and then I get to class and do the
mindfulness and, you know, kind of let me at ease. And so, and then
I learnt that, you know, that’s, that’s good. I never really did stuff
like that before on my own. (F2)
The collected data reflected Cuseo (2003) and de Bruin, Meppelink and Bögels (2014) acknowledgement of the high levels of stress and anxiety in first-year
students. As hypothesized the mindfulness practices alleviated, to some extent,
feelings of anxiety and the feelings of being rushed and disconnected.
Theme 2: Breath Exercises and Traditional Practices
Another important element that emerged from the data was the recognition that
breath awareness exercises possessed similar traits to Indigenous traditional practices relating to smudging and prayer.
Just calming yourself. Breathing. Exhaling out. Very, very similar to
our culture in smudging. That’s what I thought of it. I thought if I
could be burning my sage right now, this is why I would be doing it.
To sort of cleanse all the negative stuff I’ve heard, all the stuff I’ve
seen. Just to sort of center yourself. (F4)
“We know what’s right. The traditional ways, right? It’s a way to
heal yourself or center yourself to learn something. You know, to
let the good stuff in. And that’s why smudging, kinda like mindfulness is important.” (F1)
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In an attempt to move away from cultural discontinuities between mainstream
schooling and diverse realities (Ogbu, 1982), EDUC 104 was conceptualized within the scope of culturally responsive pedagogy (Gay, 2000; Ladson-Billings, 1994)
incorporating students’ traditions and values into the course content. In this case,
since the Access course was aimed at Indigenous students, the Faculty of Education’s Aboriginal Advisory committee approved the use of precepts from the
Medicine Wheel of Learning with the mindfulness practices.
Theme 3: Developing Focus and Attention
Similar to previous research (Langer, 1989; Meiklejohn et al., 2012), the interview
data revealed the impact of the mindfulness practices on renewed focus and attention in the academic courses.
And seeing myself go through that and use the actual skills from actually just kind of sitting in class, and listening, and paying attention,
and actually using my skills that I learnt in class, after. So, it was
good that way, you know? It was good to see yourself transition
and that part take place. (M7)
I think so. Because I find with mindfulness, I find myself— I’m applying it right now. So in school, so even just this morning I was
walking to the bus and it was really pretty, so instead of rushing to
class, I’m just like, take my time. So I guess that’s a mindless activity,
walking. So with the mindfulness, it’s really good to just stop and
reflect, and even just when I’m typing up— stop and reflect and,
‘What am I doing? What’s the main purpose? Why am I sending this
message? (M5)
Ritchart and Perkins (2000) state that nurturing the disposition of mindfulness in schools requires attention to the students’ abilities, inclinations, and sensitivities. This means developing the ability to see and understand more than one
perspective, and by becoming aware of the difference between mindfulness and
mindlessness. In particular, it means that students become aware of when they are
mindful and when they are likely to participate in mindless behaviour. The above
transcripts reveal how students engaging in mindfulness practices develop the
ability to distinguish between mindful and mindless behaviours.
Benefits
During the semi-structured interview, question 6 specifically invited students to
discuss the benefits or lack of benefits of the mindfulness practices introduced in
EDUC 104 and its impact on their learning experiences.

A PEDAGOGY OF WELL-BEING

79

Yeah, that helps a lot. Because I find myself trying to stay present
in conversations, and also just staying present when I’m walking
somewhere, or even when I’m in my room I’m always in my own
head. So I thought, ‘Well where am I right now? What am I doing,
what am I here for? (M6)
It was an enormous boon to come to Educ Pedagogy in the mornings, perform a mindfulness exercise, and learn about new skills and
practices towards education, then be able to follow up and utilize
these skills in my next class. The mindfulness exercises don’t just
calm a stressed brain, but also teach us how to recenter our focus
and energy. This is great to do first thing in the morning on a stressful
day, but I also use this centering technique before I study. (F2)
Mackenzie (2015) summarizes the plethora of research which suggest that
mindfulness-based interventions in health and in education can enhance cognitive
skills, brain function, immune system function, emotional regulation, stress resiliency, as well as pro-social behavior and communication skills. The student comments reflect the positive impact of the mindfulness practices on their academic
lives by noting the attributes of mindfulness contributing to successful academic
experiences and overall well-being (Abenavoli et al., 2013; Flook et al., 2013; Kabat-Zinn, 2003).
DISCUSSION

The above results presented the themes emerging from the interviews conducted
with all participants: perceived stress levels; similarities between breath practices
and traditional practices; and self-reported increased attention and focus. The
data, though limited, did demonstrate that the introduction of mindfulness practices in an Access course did impact the academic pathway of first-year students.
Analysis of the interview data revealed a self-reported increase in attention, focus,
and general well-being as well as a self-reported reduction in stress levels. The
above three identified themes support the generalized discussion relating to how
the different dimensions of well-being can be influenced by life experiences and
challenges (Dodge et al., 2012; Mayol, Scott, & Schreiber, 2013), the importance of
adhering to PERMA by creating conditions that support positive relationships, positive emotions, engagement, and accomplishments (Seligman, 2002, 2011), as well as
the crucial presence of a (w)holistic framework which acknowledges and recognizes
Indigenous cultural traditions (Archibald et al., 2009; Pidgeon et al., 2014).
In particular, the participants explained how the application of skills relating
to stress reduction, attention, and focus influenced their academic experiences.
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This is relevant to Langer (1989), and Ritchhart and Perkins’ (2000) premises regarding promoting thinking skills in educational contexts. Ritchhart and Perkins
(2000) identified instructional strategies emphasizing the following disposition:
“looking closely, exploring possibilities and perspectives, and introducing ambiguity” (p. 31). In their work, they found that students who received instructional
strategies based on these principles showed greater facility and creativity, and
decreased mindlessness when solving classroom problems. During the interviews
in this study, participants described their own emergent awareness about their
educational potential, and the ensuing consideration of their self-imposed goals.
In the seminal White Paper by Meiklejohn et al., (2012), a review of the literature reported that students enrolled in mindful based programs experienced lowered anxiety and improvements in mental distress and worry, increased self-resilience, improvements in teacher rated attention, social skills, physical health,
and objective measures of selective attention. Thus, the results presented reflect
previous research that attest to the positive benefits of mindfulness practices. Of
note is the fact that participants also pointed out how their own emergent mindful dispositions impacted on daily activities and how shared narratives based on
historical, societal, cultural, and linguistic experiences supported the development
of a sustainable community of practice. Soloway et al. (2011) recognize that a state
of mindfulness can be achieved formally through practices of contemplative awareness or meditation and can also be used more informally as a way to approach
daily life while simply eating, working, or doing any other everyday activity. In fact,
Meiklejohn et al. (2012) describe informal mindfulness practices as “the weaving
of mindful awareness into activities of everyday life, such as showering, walking,
eating, and interpersonal interactions” (p. 1).
As indicated in this research, a (w)holistic approach to well-being seems to
have minimized unhealthy behaviors by supporting a calmer, more focused approach to the complexities of a first-year university experience. By paying attention and focusing on the activity at hand, the practices of mindfulness seems to
have led to increased clarity and stability of attention as well as a reduced reactivity in the body’s physiological stress response. Further, the similarities between
mindfulness practices and Indigenous traditional practices and cultural values as
well as the emergent sense of community was mentioned several times by all participants. The similarities between contemplative practices in diverse cultural and
spiritual traditions have been noted elsewhere (Kabat-Zinn, 2013; Ragoonaden,
2015). As indicated, Pidgeon et al.’s (2014) conceptualization of the 4Rs (focus
on respect, relevance, reciprocity, and responsibility of First Nation, Inuit and
Métis Peoples of Canada), and Seligman’s (2002) theorization of PERMA (positive emotion, relationship, engagement and accomplishments) are situated within
frameworks that emphasizes the interconnectedness and harmonious balance of
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all aspects of an individual’s self. Despite its limited scope, this study did demonstrate the potential, within educational contexts, to actively enhance well-being
strategies as integral components of supporting positive classroom experiences
and, potentially, community-building.
Acknowledging the high rate of stress, anxiety, and depression of university students (de Bruin et al., 2014; Cuseo, 2003), mindfulness practices such as
the ones introduced in this course, led by a qualified instructor, could provide
the necessary strategies for adapting and surviving this transitory period. Previous studies indicate that mindfulness-trained educators embody behaviors and
attitudes through their presence and interaction with students in the classroom.
Through this practice, their students can develop an increased sense of well-being
and self-efficacy leading to increased clarity and stability of attention (Cullen, 2011;
Flook et al., 2013; Roeser et al., 2012). This is an important consideration in the
delivery of a mindfulness curriculum in higher education and has the potential to
impact on the perceived benefits of these practices.
Despite the plethora of studies into the effects of mindfulness training in
clinical and non-clinical populations (Meiklejohn et al., 2012; Roeser, Peck, & Nasir, 2006; Roeser, Skinner, Beers, & Jennings, 2012), only a few studies relating to
mindfulness in higher education are available. Further, very few of these studies
are of a qualitative nature. Most are experimental and focus on pre and post-tests
determining the physiological impact of mindfulness practices. Understanding the
limitations of this study, the following observations emerged from the collected
data:
•

Stress, balancing & mindfulness: students commented specifically about the holistic benefit of the mindfulness practices.

•

Cultural content: students acknowledged the similarities of
their own spiritual traditions like smudging and prayer ceremonies. This was an important connection providing a safe, nurturing context for teaching and learning.

•

Integration: application of mindfulness into everyday life and
other courses appears to be an essential aspect that supports
further understanding of the practices.

CONCLUSION

The above observations support previous research indicating that the introduction
of mindfulness practices in health, clinical, and educational contexts is beneficial
(Kabat-Zinn, 2013; Mackenzie, 2015). The practice of mindfulness in higher education is a burgeoning area of interest with preliminary findings indicating that the
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inclusion of mindfulness practices can reduce stress, increase resiliency, improve
academic outcomes, and foster a greater sense of well-being. Further, the findings
reported here suggest that incorporating mindfulness into culturally responsive
context has many benefits, in particular, for the well-being and the academic pathway of Access students. Future research directions could include an exploration
of culturally responsive pedagogy and mindfulness practices with diversified populations over a longer period of time culminating with a model for the sustainable
development of mindful communities of practice in higher education.

NOTES

1. The terms Aboriginal and Indigenous have been used interchangeably in this
paper. In Canada, the term Aboriginal refers to First Nations, Métis, and Inuit
Peoples as noted in the Canadian Constitution (Section 35[1]) (see Pidgeon et al.,
[2014] for more detail).
2. The spelling of “wholistic” with a “w” is intentional and reflects the interconnections and interrelationships that are important components of Indigenous epistemologies (see Pidgeon et al., [2014] for more detail).

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

I am grateful and deeply appreciative of the support provided by Aboriginal Programs and Services, UBC. I would like to thank the reviewers for their generosity
of heart and mind.

This research was supported by the Social Sciences and Humanities Research
Council of Canada.
Cette recherche a été subventionnée par le Conseil de recherches en sciences
humaines au Canada

REFERENCES

Abenavoli, R. M., Jennings, P. A., Greenberg, M. T., Harris, A. R., & Katz, D. A.
(2013). The Protective effects of mindfulness against burnout among educators. The Psychology of Education Review, 37(2), 57-69.
Aboriginal Programs and Services University of British Columbia. Retrieved June
15, 2017, from http://students.ok.ubc.ca/aboriginal/welcome.html

A PEDAGOGY OF WELL-BEING

83

Albrecht, N., Albrecht, P., & Cohen, M. (2012). Mindfully teaching in the classroom:
A literature review. Australian Journal of Teacher Education, 37(12), pp.1-14.
Archibald, J. (1995). Locally Developed Native Studies Curriculum. In M. Battiste
and J. Barman (Eds.), First Nations Education in Canada: The Circle Unfolds.
Vancouver: UBC Press
Archibald, J., Pidgeon, M., & Hawkey, C. (2009). Aboriginal transitions: Undergraduate
to graduate studies. AT: U2G Phase I final report. Research Report. University of British Columbia. Vancouver. Retrieved from www.aboriginaltransitions.ca
Armstrong, J. (2005). Okanagan education for sustainable living: As natural as
learning to walk or talk. In M. Stone & Z. Barlow (Eds.), Ecological literacy:
Educating our children for a sustainable world. (pp. 80-84). San Francisco, CA:
Sierra Club Books.
Barefoot, B. O. (Ed.). (1993). Exploring the evidence: Reporting outcomes of Freshman Seminars (Monograph No. 11). Columbia, SC: University of South
Carolina, National Resource Center for the Freshman Year Experience.
Battiste, M. (2002). Indigenous knowledge and pedagogy in First Nations education: A
literature review with recommendations. National Working Group on Education and the Minister of Indian Affairs. Ottawa, ON: Indian and Northern
Affairs Canada (INAC).
Bopp, J., Bopp, M., Brown, L., & Lane, P. (2004). The sacred tree. Twin Lakes, WI:
Lotus Press.
Broderick, P. C. (2013). Learning to BREATHE: A mindfulness curriculum for adolescents. Oakland, CA: New Harbinger.
Broderick, P. C., & Metz, S. (2009). Learning to BREATHE: A pilot trial of a mindfulness curriculum for adolescents. Advances in School Mental Health Promotion, 2, pp. 35–46.
Claypool, T. & Preston, J. (2011). Redefining learning and assessment practices impacting Indigenous students: Considering Indigenous priorities via Aboriginal and Western worldviews. Indigenous Education, 17(3), pp. 84-95. Retrieved from: http://ineducation.ca/index.php/ineducation/article/view/74.
Cullen, M. (2011). Mindfulness-based interventions: An emerging phenomenon.
Mindfulness, 2(3), pp.186–193. doi: 10.1007/s12671-011-0058-1.
Cuseo, J. (2003). Comprehensive academic support for students during the first
year of college. In G. L. Kramer & Associates, Student academic services: An
integrated approach (pp. 271-310). San Francisco: JosseyBass.
de Bruin, E., Meppelink, R. & Bögels, S. (2014). Mindfulness in Higher Education:
Awareness and Attention in University Students Increase During and Af-

84 THE JOURNAL OF CONTEMPLATIVE INQUIRY . Vol. 4, No. 1 . 2017

ter Participation in a Mindfulness Curriculum Course. Mindfulness. DOI
10.1007/s12671-014-0364-5
Dodge, R., Daly, A., Huyton, J., & Sanders, L. (2012). The challenge of defining
wellbeing. International Journal of Wellbeing, 2(3), 222-235. doi:10.5502/ijw.
v2i3.4
First Nations Education Steering Committee (FNESC). (2008). First peoples principles of learning. Retrieved from http://www.fnesc.ca/wordpress/wp content/uploads/2011/03/PIPEL-6342c-FNESC-Learning-First-Peoples-poster11x17.pdf. http://www.fnesc.ca/resources/publications/
Flook, L., Goldberg, S. B., Pinger, L., Bonus, K. & Davidson, R. J. (2013). Mindfulness for Teachers: A Pilot Study to Assess Effects on Stress, Burnout,
and Teaching Efficacy. Mind, Brain, and Education, 7: 182–195. doi: 10.1111/
mbe.12026
Gardner, J. N. (1980). University 101: A concept for improving teaching and learning.
Columbia, SC: University of South Carolina. (ERIC Reproduction Service
No. 192 706).
Gardner, J. N. (1981). Developing faculty as facilitators and mentors. In V. A. Harren, M. N., Daniels, M. H. & Buck, J. N. (Eds.). Facilitating students’ career
development: New Directions for Student Services No.14, 67-80. San Francisco:
Jossey-Bass.
Gay, G. (2000). Culturally responsive teaching: Theory, research, and practice. New
York, NY: Teachers College Press.
Glaser, B. & Strauss, A.L. (1967). The discovery of grounded theory: Strategies for
qualitative research. Chicago: Aldine.
Glaser, B. (1992). Basics of Grounded Theory Analysis. Cambridge, UK. Cambridge
University Press.
Goleman, D. (2008). Introduction to building emotional intelligence: Techniques for
cultivating inner strength in children. Boulder: Sounds True.
Hettler, W. (1979). The six dimensions of wellness model. Retrieved from hettler.
com/hi story
Kabat-Zinn, J. (2003). Mindfulness-based interventions in context: Past, present,
and future. Clinical Psychology: Science and Practice, 10(2), pp. 144-156. doi:
10.1093/clipsy.bpg016.
Kabat-Zinn, J. (2013). Full catastrophe living: Using the wisdom of your body and mind
to face stress, pain, and illness. (2nd Ed.) New York: Dell.
Kirkness, V. J., & Barnhardt, R. (1991). First Nations and higher education: The

A PEDAGOGY OF WELL-BEING

85

four R’s—respect, relevance, reciprocity, responsibility. Journal of American
Indian Education, 30(3), 1–15. Retrieved from http://jaie.asu.edu/v30/V30S3fir.htm
Ladson-Billings, G. (1994). The dreamkeepers: Successful teachers of African American
children. San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.
Langer, E. J. (1989). Minding matters: The consequences of mindlessness-mindfulness. Advances in Experimental Social Psychology, 22, pp.137-173.
Lantieri, L. (2008). Building emotional intelligence: Techniques for cultivating inner
strength inchildren. Boulder: Sounds True.
Mackenzie, E. (2015). Mindfulness training. A transdisciplinary approach to assessing efficacy in education. In K. Ragoonaden (Ed.), Mindful teaching and learning: Developing a pedagogy of well-being. Lanham, MD: Lexington Books. An
Imprint of Rowman Littlefield.
Mayol, M. H., Scott, B. & Schreiber, J. (2013). Multi-dimensional wellness outcomes
among undergraduate students: A comparison study. Unpublished manuscript, Department of Kinesiology/Department of Psychology, University
of Indianapolis, Indianapolis, Indiana.
Meiklejohn, J., Phillips, C., Freedman, M.L., Griffin, M.L, Biegel, G., Roach, A.,
Frank, J., Burke, C., Pinger, L., Soloway, G., Isberg, R., Sibinga, E., Grossman, L., & Saltzman, A. (2012). Integrating mindfulness training into K-12 education: Fostering the resilience of teachers and students. Springer Science and
Business Media. doi: 10.1007/s12671-012-0094-5.
Miles, M. B., & Huberman, A. M. (1994). Qualitative data analysis (2nd ed.). Thousand
Oaks, CA: Sage Publications.
Miller, J. (2007). The Holistic Curriculum (2nd Edition). Toronto: University of Toronto
Press.
Moliver, N. (2010). Psychological wellness, physical wellness, and subjective vitality in
long-term yoginis over 45. Published Thesis. ProQuest LCC. Retrieved from
http://www.docstoc.com/docs/77553690/Psychological-wellness-physical-wellness-and-subjective-vitality-in-long-term-yoginis-over-45
Ogbu, J. U. (1982). Cultural discontinuities and schooling. Anthropology and Education Quarterly, 13(4), 290–307. Retrieved from doi.org/10.1525/
aeq.1982.13.4.05x1505w
Nielson, T. W. (2008). Towards pedagogy of giving for well-being and social engagement. In Terence Lovat, Ron Toomey & Neville Clement (Eds.). International Research Handbook on Values Education and Student Wellbeing. pp
617-630

86 THE JOURNAL OF CONTEMPLATIVE INQUIRY . Vol. 4, No. 1 . 2017

Pidgeon, M., Archibald, J., & Hawkey, C. (2014). Relationships matter: Supporting
Aboriginal Graduate students in British Columbia, Canada. The Canadian
Journal of Higher Education (44)1-21.
Ragoonaden, K. (Ed.). (2015). Mindful teaching and learning: Developing a pedagogy
of well-being. Lanham, MD: Lexington Books. An Imprint of Rowman &
Littlefield.
Ragoonaden, K. & Mueller, L. (2017). Culturally Responsive Pedagogy in Higher
Education: Indigenizing Curriculum. Canadian Journal of Higher Education.
47(2), 22-46.
Rechtschaffen, D. (2014). The Way of Mindful Education. New York, NY: W.W.
Norton & Company, Inc.
Ritchhart, R. & Perkins, D. (2000). Life in the mindful classroom: Nurturing the
disposition of mindfulness. Journal of Social Issues, 56(1), pp. 27- 47.
Roeser, R. W., Peck, S. C. & Nasir, N. S. (2006). Self and identity processes in
school motivation, learning, and achievement. In P.A. Alexander &P.H.
Winne, (Eds.). Handbook of educational psychology, 2nd edition (pp. 391424). Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum.
Roeser, R. W., Skinner, E., Beers, J. & Jennings, P. A. (2012). Mindfulness Training
and Teachers’ Professional Development: An Emerging Area of Research
and Practice. Child Development Perspectives, 6: 167–173. doi: 10.1111/j.17508606.2012.00238.x
Saltzman, A. (2014). A still quiet place. Oakland, CA: Harbinger Books.
Schoeberlein, D., & Sheth, S. (2009). Mindful Teaching and Teaching Mindfulness:
A Guide for Anyone Who Teaches Anything. Somerville, MA: Wisdom
Publications.
Seligman, M. E. P. (2002). Authentic Happiness: Using the New Positive Psychology to
Realize Your Potential for Lasting Fulfillment. New York: Free Press/Simon and
Schuster.
Seligman, M. E. P. (2011). Flourish. New York: Free Press.
Soloway, G.B., Poulin, P., & Mackenzie, C. S. (2011). Preparing new teachers for
the full catastrophe of the 21st century classroom: Integrating mindfulness
training into initial teacher education. In A. Cohan & A. Honigsfeld (Eds.),
Breaking the mold of pre-service and in-service teacher education, (pp.219-227).
Lanham: R and L Education. Retrieved from: http://www.geoffreysoloway.
com/files/44203361.pdf.
World Health Organization. (2012). Preamble to the Constitution of the World
Health Organization as adopted by the International Health Conference,
New York, 19-22 June, 1946; signed on 22 July 1946 by the representatives
of 61 States (Official Records of the World Health Organization, no. 2, p.
100) and entered into force on 7 April 1948. Retrieved from http://www.
who.int/kobe_centre/about/faq/en/

The Journal of Contemplative Inquiry, 4(1). (2017). © The Center for Contemplative Mind in Society.

87

Practicing Contemplative Gratitude in
University Classrooms: Student learning
and happiness outcomes
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In the midst of college environments thick with questions about learning, post-collegiate
happiness, and building future learners, this study provides evidence that a simple and
intentional gratitude practice positively impacts student learning and student happiness.
103 undergraduate students and three instructors participated in this semester-long
experiment. Infusing the classroom environment with a brief practice of gratitude and
listening positively impacts the overall effect of the classroom learning environment
when dealing with curriculum unrelated to gratitude or happiness. Additionally, these
results provide support that students report themselves to be happier, in relationship to
the class, their semester, and more generally, when participating in a class that features
a gratitude and listening practice as part of its class routine.

INTRODUCTION

S

cholarship in contemplative pedagogy, a growing body of pedagogical thought
and practice, seeks to reorient education’s goals to well-being in the present
state of learning and knowing in the classroom (Christie, 2013; Newman,
2013; Saevi, 2011; Zajonc, 2013). Borrowing from contemplative practices often
associated with religious and spiritual traditions, contemplative pedagogy focuses on the incorporation of practices that require stillness, listening, deep attention, and mindfulness (Zajonc, 2013). Through the incorporation of such practices, contemplative pedagogical approaches foster communicative environments in
the classroom that are distinct from the environments fostered by more typical
instructional methods. These environments are grounded in communion, connection (through knowing classmates and being known by classmates, as well as connection to course material), and attention to the present. This study explores the
relationship among a classroom gratitude practice and student learning outcomes
and student happiness.
Recently scholars are “finding it increasingly necessary to incorporate the
rigors of contemplative practice within academic contexts, discovering that con-
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templative process and method is well equipped to enhance, deepen and broaden
academic thought and praxis across disciplines” (Gunnlaugson et al., 2014, p. 1).
Research has demonstrated the contemplative practices “help focus the mind,
offer the dispassionately reflective capacities of mindfulness, reduce stress, create
and uncover meaning, insight and wisdom, as well as facilitate awareness of both
inner and outer worlds and our fruitful engagement with self, others, and the
world” (Gunnlaugson et al., 2014, p. 2). As such, we set out to test if a short contemplative practice at the start of class would significantly influence student learning as measured by their ability to recall, acquire, organize, and master knowledge; their capacity to openly receive feedback; the instructors’ perception of the
course climate; student engagement in self-directed learning; and overall levels of
motivation.
Educational Unhappiness
While happiness has been the subject of philosophers since the beginning of recorded history, the recent evolution and growth of positive psychology has reinvigorated scholarly interest in the topic. In educational settings, research on
happiness is partially fueled by links between student learning and happiness (Nielson & Lorber, 2009), and mental health concerns resulting from unprecedented
increases in depression and anxiety among US college students (Twenge, 2000),
adolescent depression, and suicidal ideation (Goldbeck et al., 2007).
A simple definition of happiness is positive emotion. However, the study and
measurement of happiness is more complicated. Happiness scholars approach the
subject from “two different but complementary perspectives: hedonism and eudaimonism, both rooted in ancient Greek philosophical systems” (Della Fave, 2013,
p.4). The hedonic approach to happiness is based on subjective well being (SWB)
that includes positive affect and global life satisfaction judgments. The eudaimonic
approach rests on fulfillment of one’s true nature, which includes both self-actualization and commitment to socially shared goals. We use the eudaimonic approach
in our study as this encompasses a wide range of constructs, such as self-actualization and self-acceptance, perception of purpose and meaning, self-determination,
cultivation of competences, trust in relationships, and cooperation. “One of the
basic differences between these two perspectives is that the eudaimonic approach
focuses on the process of living well, investigating the factors that contribute to
it; the hedonic approach is instead prominently focused on the outcomes of this
process” (Della Fave, 2013, p.4).
To manipulate the positive emotion in the classroom we used a gratitude intervention called Highs and Lows, which can be described as contemplative pedagogy. The Center for Contemplative Mind in Society (2014) overviews many
contemplative pedagogical practices, organizing these categories broadly into
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different categories: stillness practices, movement practices, creation process
practices, activist practices, generative practices, ritual/cyclical practices, and
relational practices. At the root of these practices are communion, connection,
and awareness.
Highs and Lows is one such classroom activity that fosters the sharing of gratitude and sadness. Also called Roses and Thorns or Peaks and Valleys, Highs and
Lows is an exercise sometimes used as an icebreaker in classrooms, workshops,
and retreats. The exercise invites all in attendance to share both a High and a Low
with the group, who are expected to demonstrate empathetic listening behaviors.
Highs are understood as something about which the person is glad or grateful,
and can range from impersonal observations about the weather or seasonal coffee beverages to personal disclosures about positive social, familial, relational, and
academic happenings. Lows are understood as anything about which the student is
sad or upset, and can range from impersonal observations about the time of year
to personal disclosures about unhappy social, familial, economic, and academic
happenings. During the sharing of Highs and Lows, students attend to each other
fully; when Highs and Lows are ritually shared at the outset of each meeting, students often provide updates and trace events as they unfold in their peers’ lives.
Traditional mindfulness practices can foster communicative environments because communication is based on shared meaning. If a persons’ understanding
of themselves is increased by being mindful, it may enhance the quality of relationships by helping people first understand themselves, enabling them to better
relate to others and create shared meaning. While Highs and Lows is not a traditional mindfulness practice, it may serve to create a balance between inner and
outer directed attention and help people tune into their current emotional state.
Scholarship has demonstrated that students’ gratitude is positively correlated
with happiness. Watkins Woodward, Stone, and Kolts (2003) studied gratitude’s
traits, extending Guralnik’s (1971) definition of gratitude as: “a feeling of thankful
appreciation for favors received” (as cited in Watkins et al., 2003, p. 432). Watkins et al. (2003) found that traits associated with grateful dispositions are: feeling a sense of abundance, appreciation of others’ contributions to their personal
well-being, appreciation of life’s simple pleasures, and recognizing the importance
of experiencing and expressing gratitude. As such, we posit the following hypothesis:
H01: Students who experience positive emotions due to the contemplative pedagogy intervention of the gratitude activity will report higher levels of happiness compared to the control group.

90 THE JOURNAL OF CONTEMPLATIVE INQUIRY . Vol. 4, No. 1 . 2017

Contemplative Interruptions of Schooling
Modern higher education is not free from the trappings of benchmark culture that
permeate elementary education, though K-12’s hallmark language of standardized
tests may be replaced with institutional emphases on innovation, entrepreneurialism, and job readiness. While innovation, entrepreneurialism, and job readiness
are important and perhaps desirable attributes of an education, contemplative
pedagogical approaches hold that they are not higher education’s only aspirations.
Contemplative practices, religious and secular, share a similar emphasis on
a “slowing down” or different experience of time (Christie, 2013). Christie (2013)
writes of the difficulty of embracing expansive time, particularly in an age where
efficiency, rapid access to knowledge, and the fear of falling behind are pervasive.
Yet, he argues, the very rapidity at which we currently move necessitates intentional contemplative practices that require stillness, deep listening, and an alternative relationship to time; in these interruptions of “normal” time exist possibilities
of new knowledge, relationships, and insights.
Contemplative pedagogy’s emphasis on the present reorients the possibilities
of contentedness from an aspirational future (hinging on the achievement of goals
involving others) to a situated and relational present. Contemplative pedagogy’s
focus on the situated and relational present in the classroom offers opportunities
for experiencing present happiness. This happiness is articulated through the processes of working with the course material and community in the classroom to
create and process knowledge in a present space of learning.
Contemplative Research in Instructional Settings
One way to gauge tangible benefits to increased positive emotion in the classroom is to consider its impact on student learning. Learning can be defined as,
“a process that leads to change, which occurs as a result of experience and increases the potential for improved performance and future learning” (Ambrose,
Bridges, Dipietro, Lovett, & Norman, 2010, p. 3). Given this definition, Ambrose
et al. (2010, p.4-6) separated learning into seven principles, which were used to
measure learning in this study. We used these seven principles on our student
assessment measures.
• The first principle is that prior knowledge helps and/or hinders learning, influencing students’ interpretation and filtration of new information.
• The second principle is that knowledge organization impacts students’ learning and application of new knowledge.
• The third principle posits that students’ motivation determines, directs, and sustains learning.
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• The fourth principle is that in order to develop knowledge mastery,
students must acquire and practice component skills, and learn when
and how to apply their new knowledge.
• The fifth principle is that coupling goal directed practice with targeted feedback enhances the quality of students’ learning.
• The sixth principle is that students’ current level of development
interacts with the social, emotional, and intellectual climate of the
course to impact learning.
• The seventh principle is that students must learn to monitor and
adjust their approaches to learning in order to become self-directed
learners.
Based on these seven principles we constructed the following hypotheses:
H02: Students who experience positive emotions in the classroom
will report increases in the seven principles of learning.
H03: Students who experience positive emotions in the classroom
will demonstrate significantly higher knowledge levels in response
to open-ended questions on learning outcomes created by Dr. Talgar (paper author) based on course objectives.
One way to incorporate positive communication in the classroom is through
contemplative pedagogy. A key figure in contemplative pedagogy in higher education, Arthur Zajonc (2013), laments the state of higher education in the US not
because of its lack of material resources or workforce preparation, but because
of its lack of spirit and cultivation of a learnedness of whole students. He positions
contemplative pedagogy as a method to practice a necessary revolution of spirit
for higher education, because contemplative practice engages students in a practiced, embodied beholding of themselves, each other, and the world; a beholding
that is moral, aesthetic, and pragmatic.
Though few operationalized studies of contemplative practices exist, some
research has linked classroom activities focused on mindfulness and gratitude to
student stress reduction and happiness. Shapiro, Schwartz, and Bonner (1998),
for instance, conducted a short 8-week mindfulness-based stress reduction intervention with medical and premedical students, and discovered that after the
intervention, students’ self-reported levels of stress and depression decreased,
while their self-reported levels of empathy increased. In their comprehensive review of research studies exploring the impacts of mindfulness-based stress reduction techniques, Rosenzweig (2003) found that of 64 existing studies, 20 operationalized mindfulness as a central variable, and all of the studies reported
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significant impact of mindfulness-based stress reduction techniques on a variety
of self- and other-reported behaviors and learning. More recently, Feldman and
Dreher (2012) designed a “hope intervention” for students: a workshop focused
on student strengths rather than problems such as anxiety, depression, or substance abuse. They found that after one 90-minute workshop, students reported
increased hope, life purpose, and vocational calling. This study offers an operationalized study of contemplative pedagogy.
METHODS

Participants
103 undergraduate students at a large university in the Northeast region of the
United States participated in the present study as part of their coursework for
three of the authors. The average age of the participants was 20.1 years; 55% of
the students identified as female, and 45% as male. 60% identified as White, 14.5%
as Asian, 8.6% as Hispanic/Latino, 4.9% as multi-racial, and 12% were unknown/unrecorded. Participation in the demographic surveys was voluntary, yet while every
question was not answered, there was a 100% survey response rate. Participation
in Highs and Lows was required of all students as part of regular classroom activities, although students could “pass” on the Low if they did not want to participate
on any given day. Students were asked to find a High, no matter how small, to
stay true to the experiment. All participants gave informed consent, following the
guidelines of the Institutional Review Board (IRB Authorization #131104).
Experimental Design
Three instructors in a communication department took part in the research study.
Each professor taught two sections of one of the following classes in the same
semester: Communication Capstone, Communication and Gender, and Methods
and Research in Communication. At the beginning of the semester, each instructor introduced the gratitude practice (Highs and Lows) to one section of the
course s/he taught, and participated in that gratitude practice at the beginning of
two class meetings per week. Selections into the intervention and control groups
were randomly designated by a coin toss. Two of the courses involved in the study
met twice weekly for 100 minutes of instructional time; one of the courses involved met thrice weekly for 65 minutes of instructional time and did the gratitude
practice twice a week, on the first and last meetings. Each section was maximally
enrolled with 19 students; participation of all 20 persons (students and instructor)
in the gratitude practice took approximately five minutes.
To begin the practice, the instructor asked the class for a volunteer to offer
the first High and Low. Often, different students started the discussion. On the rare
occasion that no student volunteered, the professor started with his or her high
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and low. Consecutively, students would go around the room and share their Highs
and Lows. There was no time limit; on some days students had longer Highs and
Lows, and on some days they were short. On average, no more than five minutes
were spent on the Highs and Lows. The tone of the activity was set in the first few
classes so students could gauge how long Highs and Lows should be (e.g., we did
not need the whole story of how your car was towed, just that your car was towed
and it was going to cost $200). Student kept their comments fairly short, unless it
was an unusual day. For example, one student started crying when he explained that
his childhood dog was being euthanized that day, and we stopped for a moment to
comfort him. Even then, the discussion did not exceed 5 minutes.
During the last week of classes after a full semester (14 weeks) of the intervention, the non-teaching author administered three in-class surveys to all six sections. Students took approximately 30 minutes to complete the surveys. Student
responses and the analyzed data were shared with the instructors of the classes
after grades were completed and submitted.
Measures of Impact
To measure impact, the authors used a validated survey based on the seven learning principles of Ambrose et al., called “How Learning Works.” The items in this
instrument asked students to assess to what degree the course engaged each of
the seven principles of learning. The survey consisted of five questions for each
learning principle: prior knowledge, mastery, knowledge organization, practice
and feedback, self-directed learning, motivation, and classroom climate.
A second survey included three questions inquiring into students’ class-related happiness. This survey was based on happiness measures that simply asked students how happy they were in certain conditions. Using a Likert scale of extremely
unhappy (1) to extremely happy (5), we asked students to report how happy they
were while attending class in contrast to other things that happened during the
semester, and other classes they attended that semester. A final question asked
students, on the same 1 (extremely unhappy) to 5 (extremely happy) Likert scale,
to report, on average, how happy they were when they came to the class in the
study. This global evaluative question (How happy are you…) is a commonly used
measure for happiness in research studies (Haybron, 2007).
A final instrument measured learning outcomes. To do so, authors used three
open-ended qualitative questions based on the learning objectives stated in each
course syllabus. For example, a course learning objective that stated “Students
will learn various theories of gender development and use those theories to analyze others’ arguments to find implicit assumptions about gender” informed the
following question: “Please describe a theory of gender development and explain
how you would know if it were being used.”
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Coding & Analysis
Data was entered and blinded by the non-teaching author, and released to the
authors who taught classes after they submitted their final course grades. The
teaching authors developed a grading schema for the qualitative answers on a
0-8 scale, with specific criteria to measure accuracy, thoroughness, application,
and overall sophistication. Two of the teaching authors graded the qualitative answers to check for inter-coder reliability; a Cohen’s Kappa of .91 indicated high
inter-coder reliability. The “How Learning Works” survey consisted of five questions for each of the seven principles, which had been validated to accurately test
each of the principles prior to use in this research.
RESULTS

To test hypothesis 1 regarding students’ overall happiness as a function of the
Highs and Lows condition, a 3 x 2 x 3 mixed-design ANOVA was conducted. The
between-subjects variables (instructor and condition) in this model were identical
to those in the ANOVA run for hypothesis 1. The dependent variable, happiness,
consisted of three questions. These included a general happiness question, a happiness question comparing the course to others, and a question about how happy
students felt in the course itself. These three items had high internal consistency
(α=.829).
Results showed a main effect for condition on the happiness scale, and mean
scores trended in the anticipated direction F(1, 103)=15.35, p<.01. An instructor
effect was not present for the happiness scale (i.e., there was no main effect of
instructor on happiness), nor was there an interaction between condition and
instructor related to happiness. Thus, the results suggest that students exposed
to the Highs and Lows condition reported statistically significantly higher levels of
happiness in the course than those in the control condition.
To assess hypothesis 2, regarding differences in the seven principles of learning, a 3 x 2 x 7 mixed design ANOVA was conducted. In this design, instructor
(three levels) and condition (two levels) were treated as between-subjects variables, while each of the seven principles were treated as within-subjects variables.
This analysis allowed us to assess main effects of condition and instructor on each
of our seven dependent variables, as well as a potential condition-instructor interaction. The seven principles each consisted of five questions. For each of the seven
principles, the five items showed moderate to high internal consistency (α=.622
to .885).
Results showed a statically significant main effect of condition on four of the
seven learning principles. All of these results trended in the hypothesized condition (i.e., students in the Highs and Lows condition showed higher scores on the
objective than students in the control condition).
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The four principles showing statistically significant differences between
conditions were knowledge organization F(1, 103)=4.27, p<.05, motivation F(1,
103)=8.75, p<.01, mastery F(1, 103)=14.69, p<.01, and practice and feedback
F(1,103)=4.86, p<.05. Additionally, prior knowledge trended towards significance
F(1, 103)=3.71, p=.057.
To provide support that these statistically significant results for four of the
seven learning principles were not the overwhelming influence of one instructor’s
teaching style or course design, we tested the data for instructor effect. To do so,
we tested instructor effect for each of the seven principles. That is, differences
between conditions on the seven principles could be in part due to differences in
instructor style and course content, rather than the presence or absence of the
Highs and Lows manipulation. Of the four principles in which a main effect was
found for condition, only knowledge organization exhibited an instructor effect
F(1, 103)=10.15, p<.01. A significant interaction between condition and instructor
was also found for knowledge organization F(1, 103)=3.21, p<.05. None of the
other three principles in which condition exhibited a main effect relationship were
found to have a significant relationship with instructor, suggesting that, with the
exception of knowledge organization, differences between instructors are not responsible for significant mean differences on learning principles. One other principle, self-directed learning, also showed a main effect for instructor F (1,103)=19.76,
p<.01, but this was not one of the five principles that reached or trended toward
significance for differences by condition.
To assess differences in the qualitative data assessing learning outcomes in
hypothesis 3, independent samples t-tests were conducted to test for mean differences between conditions for each of the three items. Results showed that
condition did not significantly impact any of the three open-ended items, p>.05,
suggesting that being in the Highs and Lows condition did not affect how students
answered the open-ended learning outcomes questions.
DISCUSSION

There have been many longitudinal studies that verify the benefits of a regular
gratitude practice. These studies echo what Lyubomirsky, King, & Diener (2005)
found in their heavily-cited meta-analysis. Numerous physical benefits such as
strong immune systems, as well as psychological benefits such as increased self-esteem, and societal benefits including altruism and increased sociability are significantly associated with a gratitude practice. However, few studies have examined
the immediate emotional effects of a gratitude exercise, which would be most
relevant to this study design. Lyubomirsky’s research team recently (Layous, et.
al, 2017) completed three experiments and found that immediately after participation in a gratitude practice, in general, people experienced positive emotions
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(e.g., happiness). However, they also concluded that individuals simultaneously felt
both uplifted and indebted, which they classified as a mixed emotional experience.
Infusing the classroom communication environment with a brief practice of
gratitude and listening positively impacts the four learning variables and therefore
the overall effect of the classroom learning environment when dealing with curriculum unrelated to gratitude or happiness. Additionally, these results provide
support that students report themselves to be significantly happier, in relationship
to the class, specifically, and their semester, more generally, when participating in
a class that features a gratitude and listening practice as part of its class routine.
One of the main differences between reflection and mindfulness is that reflection is based on past events while traditional approaches to mindfulness are based
on the present. Highs and Lows that were shared traversed present-moment
feelings of gratitude as well as reflection on past experiences and anticipation of
future events. The activity may bring students into the moment and evaluate their
current relationship with previous/future moments, and, more importantly, these
mini-disclosures serve to create a social container where deeper learning can take
place due to feelings of being known and knowing in the moment. The disclosures
facilitate learning and community through this shared sense of presence.
Though the course design, instructor communication, and class activities were
the same across both sections of the courses taught by each of the three teaching
authors, students who participated in the Highs and Lows exercise showed significant differences in four of the learning principles: motivation, knowledge mastery,
knowledge organization, and practice and feedback.
Motivation
Student motivation, which influences the direction, intensity, persistence, and quality of the learning behaviors (Ambrose et al., 2010, p. 69), was significantly stronger in
the courses with the High and Low condition. Students need to perceive the course
content as interesting and relevant, and feel that the tasks assigned are achievable.
Of the courses in this experiment, research methods and the undergraduate capstone are required courses that many students dread, with significantly lower annual
course GPAs than other courses in the department. It was the hope of the study
authors that the gratitude practice would trigger students’ intrinsic appreciation of
the value of learning, motivating them to come to class, increasing community and
support in the classroom, and helping them to perform well.
Mastery
Mastery refers to “the attainment of a high degree of competency within a particular area” (Ambrose et al., 2010, p. 5). For students to achieve mastery within a
domain, whether narrowly or broadly conceived, they need to develop a set of key
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component skills, practice them to the point where they can be combined fluently
and used with a fair degree of automaticity, and know how and when to apply
them appropriately (Ambrose et al., 2010). It is our belief that the act of Highs
and Lows reduced the amount of cognitive processing students were devoting
to the immediate circumstances of their lives at the start of each class, making
more cognitive processing available for students to concentrate on the course
material. The increase in cognitive processing on course-related knowledge and
tasks is significant to all four learning principles that were enhanced by the High
and Low condition.
Knowledge Organization
To explain how knowledge is organized, Ambrose et al. (2010) differentiate how
experts and novices organize knowledge. Experts “create and maintain a complex network that connects key facts, concepts, procedures, and other elements
within their field of expertise” (p. 43). Novices have not fully developed the ability
to connect knowledge in meaningful ways; rather, they tend to build superficial
knowledge structures. Knowledge organizations develop to help people perform
tasks, and are most effective when they are well-matched to the way knowledge
needs to be retrieved and utilized. The two variables used to measure knowledge
organization are the density of connections that people can make, and level of
meaningfulness/practicality of those connections. There are different ways that
students can access and recall information. For instance, when examining how
students structure knowledge, it is better if they use categories to organize information rather than trying to remember discrete facts. Rote memorization does
not work as well as developing a structure to categorize related information into
groups. For example, when learning about communication theories, rather than
memorizing every detail of every theory, students can categorize them into different paradigms (e.g., functionalist vs. critical) and learn the differences between
the paradigms. Then, when tested on a theory, students can draw on those differences, demonstrating more effective knowledge organization. It is likely that such
students will also retain higher-quality information about communication theories.
While effective knowledge organization can take time, professors can help
students improve their skills through the way they present material. For example, students learn more when presented with facts that can be meaningfully
related to one another. The Highs and Lows practice at the start of class enables
students to organize their knowledge in more effective and meaningful ways.
Perhaps it is by helping them make connections about concepts, work through
multiple organizing structures, and by having them arrange material into different organizational schema.
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Practice and Feedback
Ambrose et al. (2010, p. 125) defines practice as “any activity in which students
engage their knowledge or skills” and feedback as “information given to students
about their performance that guides future behavior.” Practice and feedback must
be combined in an effective manner to create optimal learning. More learning
opportunities were present in the Highs and Lows classes. The feedback loop
between students and instructors was more fluid because many of the Highs and
Lows were related to course content. Professors gained a more nuanced understanding of students’ perceptions of the course material and assignments. Learning
is best fostered when students “engage in practice that a) focuses on a specific goal
or criterion for performance, b) targets an appropriate level of change relative
to students’ current performance, and c) is of sufficient quantity and frequency
to meet the performance criteria” (Ambrose et al., 2010, p. 127). The Highs and
Lows better enabled the instructors to flesh out student need regarding appropriate practice and levels of challenge.
Prior knowledge
Prior knowledge trended towards significance and is worth discussing. At first
glance, one could argue that prior knowledge is more likely a function of students
entering the classroom than a function of a classroom gratitude practice. Students’ age, year in school, and previous coursework, however, were consistent
between each of the courses taught as a part of this study. If prior knowledge was
only significant as a result of classroom and life experiences which occurred before entering the classroom, we would have expected to see differences between
sections of one course, not all three. We believe students’ perceptions of having
more prior knowledge and better access to that prior knowledge to be related to
the communicative environment of the classroom. Curriculum theorists have long
held that teachers’ engagement with students, pedagogical philosophy, and classroom communication impact what students believe they already know (Freire,
2000). To Freire, accessing prior knowledge throughout the class and the course
was extremely important for student learning. Highs and Lows may help trigger
access to prior knowledge. For learning, prior knowledge is only particularly helpful if students understand that what they already know is valuable and if they are
engaged to link what they already know to what they are currently encountering
in the classroom (Ambrose et al., 2010). Ideally, in any course, students “build on
a foundation of robust and accurate prior knowledge, forging links between previously acquired and new knowledge that help them construct increasingly complex
and robust knowledge structures” (Ambrose et al., 2010, p. 13).
Building on a foundation of knowledge occurs at different levels, if at all, and if
prior knowledge and feedback is inactive, insufficient, inappropriate or inaccurate

PR ACTICING CONTEMPLATIVE GR ATITUDE

99

then learning is not enhanced. Instructional scholars know the importance of accessing prior knowledge, and it seems something about the holistic nature of the
intervention helps students access the appropriate prior knowledge and apply it
in class.
The goal of using a gratitude practice is multi-faceted. Contemplative pedagogies help strengthen students’ impaired attention spans by helping them practice
deep listening, recall, and single-tasking, which can equip minds for thought and
the generation of new ideas (Newman, 2013). We wanted students to be able
to free themselves from immediate concerns that would occupy their thoughts
during class and distract them, whether good or bad. By verbally sharing these
immediate concerns, both positive and negative, students apparently were better
able to focus in class. This meant students were more motivated to participate
in class, better able to draw on previous knowledge and skills, and able to more
accurately demonstrate mastery of the subject area. Students employed listening,
recall, and single-tasking while performing Highs and Lows, an excellent way to
mentally prepare students for the upcoming class.
Many of the Highs and Lows items that the students discussed had to do with
course assignments and activities, noted in a safe and conversational environment.
For example, many professors often begin a discussion of a reading by saying,
“What did you think of the reading?” Answers vary, but inevitably focus on the
content of the reading. In a Highs and Lows class, a student said,
My Low was preparing for class today. I found the reading to be
frustrating because of the way it was organized and the vocabulary
it used. I couldn’t understand what the author was saying and honestly, I just gave up. Yeah, I handed in the discussion questions, but
my answers were total BS. It made me feel like I was stupid and
then I watched 4 episodes of Game of Thrones rather than doing my
other work.
This level of detail about the students’ experience with the reading sparked
a discussion in the class that was different from discussion in the control class.
Yes, students in the control class said that the reading was hard and frustrating,
followed by the professor saying that they would go through the article together in
class, slowly, so everyone would understand the concepts. However, in the Highs
and Lows class, everyone validated the student’s feelings, including the professor.
Some students talked about how they read the paper and organized what the
author was saying using diagrams or outlines. The professor took a moment to
say that the intent was not to assign something so difficult it shut learning down,
but to challenge students and expose them to a new kind of academic writing
and thinking; the professor assured the student she was not stupid, and admired
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her for trying. Other students commented on how something similar happened
to them their first year in college, and now when they look back, some of those
readings look so easy to them—perhaps that would happen with this reading by
the end of this semester, as well.
From some of the Highs and Lows students shared, it was clear that prior
knowledge, motivation, knowledge organization, and practice and feedback were
engaged. As a result, gratitude practices used in higher-level classes may help
students recall knowledge from previous classes and experiences (especially at
schools that encourage professional experiences like co-ops and internships);
think about how to organize that knowledge; let a professor know that more
practice or feedback is necessary; and motivate students to engage in the class.
The student who shared her frustration was completely engaged in the class discussion of the article; her professor and fellow classmates were supportive and
directed many comments and questions her way. Rather than continuing to shut
down because she was frustrated, she participated in class and left the class feeling
much better. This was a typical experience in the Highs and Lows classes.
Happiness
Students were happier in the Highs and Lows courses for numerous reasons. The
practice of gratitude (High) is associated with feelings of personal well-being, feeling a sense of abundance, appreciation of others’ contributions to their personal
well-being, and appreciation of life’s simple pleasures (Watkins et al., 2003). Students ritually were able to do this in class for themselves and share in their fellow
classmates pleasures and were reminded of life’s daily pleasures. For instance, one
of the first students to share a High and Low on a crisp fall Monday noted how
gorgeous the weather had been over the weekend, and how exciting it was to see
the beginnings of the fall foliage. Most of the students (and the instructor) then
shared similar Highs, which became a collection of grateful statements about the
changing weather (something sometimes bemoaned after very short New England
summers).
In addition, we believe students were more comfortable in class, experienced
a more inclusive environment, and were able make more connections between
themselves and the material. In other words, they brought more of themselves
into the class. In line with contemplative pedagogy practice, we believe the students experienced contentedness in the present state of learning and knowing in
the classroom (Christie, 2013; Newman, 2013; Saevi, 2011; Zajonc, 2013). Perhaps
they were more open to asking questions and more engaged with the content,
more engaged within themselves, with other students, and with the professors.
Recall that psychological well-being includes items such as environmental mastery, a sense of purpose in life and maintaining positive interpersonal relationships
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(Ryff, 1989). Increased happiness has been linked with forming and maintaining
close interpersonal relationships, being challenged, finding present and future value in daily activities, and expressing gratitude (Ben-Sharar, 2007), all of which are
enhanced by an activity such as Highs and Lows, especially when experienced in
a formal classroom environment. Broadly, the combination of the results show
increased student engagement.
PERSONAL REFLECTIONS

Except for the inclusion of the Highs and Lows activity in the experimental course,
the instructors in this experiment taught the exact same classes using the same
syllabus, tests, assignments, PowerPoints, daily lectures, and even told some of the
same jokes. It is valuable to reflect upon the impact of a contemplative gratitude
activity such as the Highs and Lows presented in this study. What can instructors
do with the data gleaned from a shared gratitude activity? How can instructors
respond and integrate shared knowledge into their teaching? How does it impact
instructor understanding of student identity? How can it transform teaching practice? These would be excellent questions for future research that we can only
address anecdotally in this paper. The three teaching authors of the study report
that because the condition class knew what was occurring in the students’ lives,
to a certain extent, they also used the students’ high and low experiences in class
to help them make connections to the material. For example, a student might say,
“Like Abby was saying for her high, people at work tend to…just like this theory.”
Or they might say during their low, “I’ve been a little suspicious of some of the
things we’ve been reading about street harassment and how it makes women feel
unsafe, but then the other day I was walking down the street and saw this guy
say inappropriate stuff to a woman in front of me and I didn’t know what to do.”
And while we know that a daily gratitude practice makes people happier, students
were challenged to think of something positive, even if they were having a bad day,
which made class a better experience.
On the other hand, students sometimes shared serious lows, for example the
death of a family member. They received support and sympathy from the class and
the instructors knew to not call on them that day, making class a supportive environment. Indeed, more than one student noted, after a professor invited them
to leave class after sharing such serious lows, that they would rather be in class
than sitting alone in their rooms. Burleson (2009) found that when people are experiencing distress, supportive messages from others decrease emotional stress,
increase coping strategies, and improve emotional health. None of us ever had a
student leave class during or after a Highs and Lows discussion, even after being
told their grade would not be affected if they wanted to leave. This embodies contemplative practices rooted in communion, connection, and awareness.
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LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH

There are limitations to this research. It would be beneficial to conduct a similar
experiment with a placebo control activity to see if the actual gratitude practice
was significant, or whether simply doing anything at the start of class to build
community and reduce stress, such as group stretching, would be equally effective.
Furthermore, it would be helpful to include more courses outside of the field of
communication studies. Another limitation is that the learning principles assessment is a self-report rather than a behavioral measure of learning. It would be
interesting to have students rate the professors on specific skills, such as communication, to see if there is a statically significant difference between the condition
and control classes.
Furthermore, while the Highs and Lows activity can be enacted as contemplative pedagogy, it is not a traditional approach to mindfulness. A future study
could provide students with intensive training in traditional mindfulness practices
and have students participate in the Highs and Lows from a trained standpoint and
perhaps a better question for them would be: “How are you relating to your High
and Low?” Future research with larger classes would also be valuable. Perhaps this
could work with small break-out groups to help create a greater sense of community within large lectures. Finally, the Highs and Lows activity embodies practices
that focus on communion with others, connection to others, and awareness of
the present. It would be helpful to test this with more diverse groups of people,
such as ESL students or those in non-traditional college settings.
CONCLUSION

More and more, schools have sadly neglected to address student goals related to
personal life and happiness (Noddings, 2013) and incorporate them into the curriculum. As witnessed by the 2014 Gallup Purdue survey of student success, one
of the most important things in a college education is establishing a caring relationship with a professor (Ray & Kafka, 2014). Specifically, the poll found that faculty
support and certain types of college experiences were key to future achievement
and well-being. Faculty support was measured through agreement with statements that “I had at least one professor at [College] who made me excited about
learning,” “My professors at [College] cared about me as a person,” and “I had a
mentors who encouraged me to pursue my goals and dreams.” Experiences that
supported long-term success and well-being included working “on a project that
took a semester or more to complete,” having a job or internship where they
could practice what they learned, and being an “extremely active” participant in
extracurricular activities and organizations. The study found that these elements
influenced workplace engagement and well-being after college much more than
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where a student went to college. Yet, of the almost 30,000 adults polled, only
three percent had these experiences in college (Gallup-Purdue University, 2014,
p.10).
Given the high levels of stress, anxiety, isolation, and depression that many
students experience during college, we conclude that doing a short gratitude activity at the beginning of class enhances the student experience in numerous positive ways, with little to no cost to the professor. The classroom can be a source
of pleasure and happiness, particularly when caring classrooms are developed and
the focus is on whole students. We encourage professors to explore and incorporate contemplative pedagogy practices such as a gratitude practice into their
teaching. This is important. Creating classroom environments that enhance student learning and happiness is vital to the success of our students.
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Cultivating the Contemplative Mind in
Cyberspace: Field notes from pedagogical
experiments in fully online classes
Jane Compson		
		
University of Washington at Tacoma		

Fully online classes are on the rise in US higher education institutions.This article describes
pedagogical methods for incorporating contemplative practices into these courses, using
an undergraduate class in Philosophy, Religion and the Environment. I give a rationale for
incorporating contemplative exercises into this class, along with specific techniques and
example exercises and assignments. Drawing on literature about pedagogical best practices, I suggest some guiding principles for incorporating contemplative exercises into online
classes. I then discuss the results of these pedagogical experiments, measured in terms of
qualitative student feedback and instructor impressions.

INTRODUCTION

O

nline classes are increasing in popularity in US higher education institutions.
A study in 2008 found that 20% of all US undergraduates had taken at least
one online course (US Department of Education, 2011), and by 2012 that
figure had risen to 32%, with 69% of chief academic leaders indicating that online
learning was critical to their long-term strategy (Allen & Seaman, 2013). This new
learning environment requires pedagogical shifts (Barber & King, 2016; Czerkawski,
2016). In light of these trends, this paper offers guidelines on how contemplative
pedagogical practices can be integrated into online classes and a brief exploration to
some student responses to these practices.
INTENTION AND CONTEXT

Since 2013 I have been regularly teaching a class called Philosophy, Religion and the
Environment. In this course I use an anthology of readings in Richard C. Foltz’s
(2003) Worldviews, Religion and the Environment, and organize the class around four
fundamental questions, as all of the readings address some or all of these questions
in some way: What is a human being? What is our place in “nature”? Are we apart
from, or a part of “nature”? What is our appropriate role in relation to “the en-
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vironment”? Some of the readings I assign for this class include voices critiquing
our dependence on technology, and lamenting the concomitant alienation and
isolation. “We have,” argued S. D. Sharma, for instance, “lobotomized our souls
from our neighborhoods” (Sharma, 2003, p. 497) and in our technological isolation from each other are experiencing the “madness of the astronaut” (Mander,
2003, p.65). When I was asked to put the class online I feared that the medium of
delivery for this course might be entirely at odds with its content. Somewhat to
my surprise, I have ended up with the conviction that cyberspace can, indeed, be
supportive of the flourishing of a contemplative pedagogical space. Furthermore,
the integration of contemplative practices into my online course has been one
of the most effective ways to deliver significant learning experiences. In the next
section I will offer some general themes and principles about teaching contemplative practices online that have emerged from a process of trial and error over the
years, illustrating them with example exercises.
Creating significant learning experiences
Fink defines a “significant learning experience” as an experience which “has a high
potential of being of value in their lives after the course is over, by enhancing their
individual lives, preparing them to participate in multiple communities, or preparing them for the world of work” (Fink, 2003, p. 7). Most educators are familiar
with Bloom’s taxonomy of learning, with its six kinds of learning of increasing
complexity: remembering, understanding, applying, analyzing, evaluating and creating. Fink argues that while these are of great value, they do not necessarily give
rise to kinds of learning that are needed to be equipped in contemporary society,
such as “learning how to learn, leadership and interpersonal skills, ethics, communication skills, character, tolerance and the ability to adapt to change” (Fink, p. 29;
see also Siemens, 2004). Significant learning experiences do include these skills.
His taxonomy of significant learning experiences (Figure 1) stresses the importance of integrated course design, such that each of these elements are present
and mutually supportive in the structure of the course.
Fink’s concept of significant learning experiences articulates many of my aspirations in designing this course. One of the things that was important to me is that
students do more than just “learn about different philosophies,” but explore their
own attitudes to the environment from both affective, contemplative, and relational
perspectives. I was inspired by Arthur Zajonc’s idea of an epistemology of love
rather than an epistemology of separation (Zajonc 2006a, 2006b). Zajonc argues
that our modern epistemological emphasis on objectification “predisposes us to
an instrumental and manipulative way of being in the world” (Zajonc, 2006a, p. 2),
also characterized by a disidentification with others resulting in a loss of empathy
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Figure 1.

Fink’s Taxonomy of Significant Learning Experiences (Fink, 2003)
Objective
Learning how to learn

Becoming a self-directed learner;
inquiring about a subject

Foundational Knowledge

Understanding and remembering
ideas and information

Application

Critical, creative and practical
thinking; managing projects

Integration

Connecting ideas, people and
realms of life

Human dimension

Learning about self and others

Caring

Developing new feelings, interests
and values.

and a sense of disconnection from other humans and the environment. He calls
for an intentional cultivation of more empathetic relationships with these others,
and sees contemplative practice as an important part of this project. This has implications for effecting more concern for justice in our communities. Studies have
shown that empathic concern is positively correlated with prosocial behavior and
justice motivation (Decety & Yoder, 2016; Segal & Wagaman, 2017).
Focusing on the affective dimension of learning is also a crucial element in
developing critical thinking. Facione et al identified that critical thinking has two
dimensions: cognitive skills, and affective dispositions, such as “Honesty in facing one’s own biases, prejudices, stereotypes, and egocentric or sociocentric
tendencies; trust in the processes of reasoned inquiry,” open-mindedness and
“open-mindedness concerning divergent world-views” (Facione, 1990, p. 25).
These ideas focus on the potential for higher education to be transformative, and
not merely vocational (Kaszniak, 2014; Zajonc, Parker, & Scribner, 2010). Merizow
defines transformative learning as “learning that transforms problematic frames of
reference—sets of fixed assumptions and expectations (habits of mind, meaning
perspectives, mindsets)—to make them more inclusive, discriminating, open, reflective and emotionally able to change” (Merizow, 2003, p. 58).
This emphasis on significant and transformative learning experiences is reflected in my learning objectives for the course:
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•

Students will recognize that you have a “worldview” and that it is one
among many; it is a view that is part of a particular time and tradition,
and which can be challenged and enhanced by other views. As part of
this exploration, students will have actively explored and reflected upon
different ways of knowing, including emotional and contemplative as well
as logical and intellectual approaches.

•

Students will have begun a journey of discovery, beginning to find out what
diverse religions and philosophies offer in relation to valuing the environment.

•

Students will be able to locate how they personally value the environment
in the context of these traditions, exploring how the way they value it
matches or differs from other religious or philosophical ways of looking
at the world and perhaps synthesizing a more refined position as a result
of this exploration.

As I “worked backwards” from these objectives it occurred to me that contemplative exercises could help in realizing them, particularly in helping students
reflect on and interrogate their own values and attitudes towards the environment. The pedagogical flexibility provided by course management systems (CMS)
can offer many opportunities for deep and significant learning experiences. I focus
here on the content and design of the contemplative practices themselves, and the
challenges and opportunities associated with implementing them in a fully online
class. Carmean and Haefner (2002) summarize findings in learning science relating
to creating deeper learning experiences. They define deeper learning experiences
as “an engaged learning that results in a meaningful understanding of meaning and
content” (Carmean & Haefner, p. 29). Reviewing the research, they find that deeper leaning experiences occur when the learning is social, active, contextual, engaging and student-owned. These findings are supported by scholarship of teaching and learning elsewhere (e.g., Alley & Jansak, 2001; Ambrose, 2010). However,
Carmean and Haefner make the point that when the tools of course management
systems (CMS) are used effectively, then “incredibly robust and effective learning
environments are created” (p. 33).
DESIGN PRINCIPLES FOR INTEGRATING CONTEMPLATIVE
PRACTICES INTO ONLINE CLASSES

In this section I will describe five principles that have guided me in integrating
contemplative practices into my online course. I will explain how they integrate
some best practices in learning science, both generally and relation to teaching
in cyberspace. While I illustrate these with specific examples from the course, I
offer these principles as generalizable for classes in other topics and disciplines.
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For each principle, I will offer guiding questions to facilitate course design and an
example of effective cyber-practice.
The five principles are:
1. Grounding
2. Integration by form
3. Integration by theme
4. Integration by process and structure
5. Integration through assessment
1. Grounding: The importance of creating foundations
Guiding Question: Are students introduced to the rationale, relevance, and importance
of contemplative pedagogy?
I directly address why I incorporate contemplative pedagogy into the course right
at the very beginning of the course. In the introductory module, I assign a reading
by Tobin Hart called “Opening the Contemplative Mind in the Academic Classroom” (2004), which provides an accessible and clear summary of theoretical
arguments in support of contemplative pedagogy. Based on this reading, students
respond to a discussion question where they are asked to reflect on the “whats,
whys and hows” of contemplative education, and then to try one of the “experiments with knowing” that Hart suggests or a contemplative practice of their own
choice. To facilitate student understanding of the broad range of contemplative
practices available to them, I use the Center for Contemplative Mind in Society’s
“Tree of Contemplative Practices” image (Duerr & Bergman, 2014).
Once they have chosen a practice to experiment with, students are asked
to write a reflective posting about their experience and share it on the class discussion board. They write in the first person and frankly share their experiences
with the experiment, be they positive or negative. I make efforts to normalize
any feelings of skepticism or anxiety about trying these practices, for example by
sharing comments from former students who write about their initial skepticism
as well as the great benefits that they eventually gained from their openness to
experimenting with the contemplative exercises. I will discuss assessment of these
assignments later in this paper. For now, though, the key point is that this part of
the course is foundational in two ways.
Firstly, it grounds students in the theory and rationale for the contemplative practices. Being transparent and open about my choices of pedagogical techniques, presenting them as experimental, and inviting students to share their “results” creates a sense of partnership and collaboration, and minimizes any risk of
students feeling “forced” to do practices they might be uncomfortable with. It
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helps to create the sense of a supportive community in the class. Ambrose (2010)
offers seven research-based principles for “smart teaching.” One is the importance of student motivation: she suggests implementing this by connecting course
material to students’ own interests, providing real-world tasks, and showing them
the relevance of the course material to their lives. Sharing my rationale about
contemplative pedagogy with students and having them experiment with and discuss different ways of knowing is one way of fostering this motivation. Giving the
students the opportunity to explore and voice their own personal experiences
helps to realize the significant learning objectives (Fink, 2003) of integration, human dimension, and caring.
Secondly, the contemplative practices that the students select become their
“home” practice that they return to every week in preparation for the themed
contemplative assignment for that module. One of the discoveries of learning
science is that learning is “spiral”: “The best learning occurs when the brain’s tendency to learn by developing associative connections is facilitated and it is given
time to accrete new knowledge through a sophisticated knitting of these links or
associations” (Alley & Jansak, 2001, p. 16). Each time students return back to a
contemplative practice, they are both reinforcing previous learning and integrating
and assimilating new insights from the latest material.
Cyber-practice
Creating space for reflection and metacognition is an important component of
deep or significant learning (Alley & Jansak, 2001; Carmean & Haefner, 2002; Fink,
2003). Online learning platforms provide excellent tools for these kinds of learning. They allow for quiet, private time for reflection that is often not possible in
the face-to-face classroom. Students can engage and reflect in their own way, not
hindered by time constraints of the classroom, and make connections with their
own experiences. At the same time, since their reflective writings are shared on
a class forum where others can read them (although students can request to have
their writings private should they wish), there is a sense of social connection and
community with others, too. This is important because deeper learning is social—
it requires contact between students and faculty, and reciprocity and coordination
between students (Carmean & Haefner, p. 29). Alley and Jansak offer ten principles
for effective online assessment; three are that learning is unique to the individual;
that it is social and private, and that it is experiential (Alley & Jansak, 2001). Giving
students the choice of the kind of contemplative exercises to experiment with accommodates different learning styles, and gives students responsibility and agency
in their own learning; the activity is “student-owned” (Carmean & Haefner, 2002).
Being in the online space, where students learn asynchronously and on their own
gives more flexibility in this regard than a face-to-face course format might.
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2. Integration by form
Guiding question: Are the contemplative practices consistently woven in with other
course materials throughout the course in a way that complements and reinforces the
learning opportunities?
Contemplative practices are woven into the deep structure of the course, rather
than being “accessory assignments.” The course is divided by themes into modules, each based on chapters in the anthology assigned for the course. There are
three assignments for each module—a quiz based on the readings and course
notes, a “conventional” discussion assignment where they respond to a prompt
about the readings, and the contemplative assignment. For each contemplative
assignment, I provide students with instructions for the exercise, then ask them
to write a reflective posting describing the results of their experiment with knowing. Below are the instructions for the first module (building on the orientation
assignment discussed earlier).
Contemplative Exercise One: Planting a Seed
• Hold the seed in your hand. Examine it closely—try to pay attention to what it looks like so closely that you could pick it out from
a whole bowl full of other seeds. Notice any colors or patterns of
the seed, notice its shape and the texture of its surface. Notice its
weight, its temperature, and how it feels in the palm of your hand
or between your fingers. Do this for at least a couple of minutes.
• Now, still holding the seed, close your eyes and think about other
aspects of the seed—where did it come from, and how did it get
to be in your hand, now? What potential is in the seed?
• Now let go of your more focused thoughts about the seed and
just open up your mind to the thoughts that come up. This is a bit
like the deep listening exercise described in the Tobin Hart article.
Perhaps the seed exercise evokes certain memories or emotions
in you. Perhaps you feel resistant to this exercise and your mental
chatter is very negative. Whatever it is, just notice the thoughts
like bubbles or clouds in the sky, and try to just notice them with
non-judgmental interest. Whenever your mind wanders off, just
gently bring it back to the exercise without criticizing yourself.
Now plant the seed, either outdoors somewhere accessible to
you, or in a pot indoors. It is your job to nurture this seed during
the quarter. It will be the foundation of more contemplative exercises, and it can also be seen as a metaphor for your learning pro-
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cess over the next few weeks. Try to maintain your contemplative
state of mind while you plant the seed. Reflect on the causes and
conditions that must combine to make growth possible, including
your action in planting and tending the seed.
• Finish the exercise and, while it is fresh in your mind, jot down
your reactions to this experience—try not to censor it too much.
These thoughts will form the basis of your reflective discussion
posting which you should post in the contemplative assignments
area. In addition to your written reflection you are welcome to
share other modes of expression such as artwork, poetry, photography or videography.
All of the weekly contemplative assignments share many characteristics of
this example; they require students to complete a task away from the computer
and interacting with a “natural” object. They begin with the reminder to start by
practicing the “grounding” exercise that they chose in the orientation module.
They focus on somatic and sensory awareness and encourage introspection and
self-awareness. They give the student some freedom of choice about the kind
of preparatory contemplative exercise they choose, and their form of creative
expression when reflecting on the experience. They culminate with the instruction to write a reflective posting (accompanied by imagery/photography/poetry/
music, if they wish) about their experience, which is posted in a place where all
the other students in the class can read it. This ensures that, per Alley & Jansak’s
recommendations, there is a mix of both social and private activities for the students and that frequent opportunities for reflection are written in to the fabric
of the course.
These contemplative exercises are assigned in tandem with “conventional”
discussion on the themes of the module, giving the opportunity for different ways
of knowing to be in dialog with each other in the students’ mind throughout
the course. The exercises include three different types of contemplative practice:
mindfulness meditation, structured contemplation, and reflective writing.
Mindfulness meditation is a foundational practice that students are invited to
practice as a preliminary to structured contemplations; its role is to give students
the opportunity to engage in a non-judgmental way of knowing: “Mindfulness
meditation in the context of education is a complement to discursive analysis, an
unbiased investigation of experience—qualities, images, feelings, thoughts—without rejecting, fixating on or creating a storyline” (Sable, 2014, p. 5).
Structured contemplation has two stages: firstly focus on a particular object
or question (for example, the seed in the exercise above) and then secondly,
widening the focus to a more open awareness, to provide space for the arising of
feelings and insights that were previously unnoticed (Sable, 2014).
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Reflection encourages students to look back on what they have learned (what
Schon (1987) describes as “reflection-on-action”) but also to see how they are
encountering the present moment (“reflection-in-action”) and recognize some of
their own biases and habits. The process of writing deepens this introspection and
creates a sense of commitment to the responses (Sable, 2014).
Cyber-Practice
One of the advantages of the online format is that students can set their own
pace and enter into the contemplative frame of mind in their own time and under their own preferred conditions, without social or external time pressures
of an in-person class. Another advantage is the ability to leverage many different
ways of accessing information or representing knowledge. This helps to foster
more student engagement by giving them access to great volume and diversity
of course-relevant materials which they can access and in turn gives students
greater ownership over their own learning experience, all conditions for deeper
learning (Carmean & Haefner, 2002). They are encouraged to express themselves
creatively in non-verbal forms (e.g., artwork or music) in their reflections; the
online space gives multiple opportunities for this kind of “multi-channel processing” which builds on multiple ways of processing information in the brain (Clark &
Paivio, 1991; Clark & Mayer, 2002).
3. Integration by theme
Guiding question: Do the contemplative exercises reflect the themes and content of
the course materials?
Unifying, recurring themes increase this sense of integration. For example, in one
module students read three articles that critique aspects of consumerism, materialism and globalization associated with the global North1. Common to all of these
readings are questions about identity and how humans relate to other people and
to the environment. The contemplative exercise below explores this theme, using
as its starting point an extract from the book by Jain contemplative and environmental activist Satish Kumar (2002). This extract uses a story about a seed to
explore questions of identity and interconnectedness. For the exercise, students
1
One reading is the speech to the Rio Earth Summit in 1992 by Indian rural activist S. D.
Sharma. He critiques the destruction of local economies in India by the forces of globalization,
the environmental and social devastation inflicted by “development,” and calls for a new paradigm
which is “ecologically viable, socially equitable and rich in human content” (Sharma, 499). In the
second reading, “The Pressure to Modernize and Globalize,” Helena Norberg Hodge describes
the negative effects of globalization on the culture of Ladakh, particularly in terms of social fragmentation. In the third reading, an indigenous perspective is provided by Australian Aboriginal
Elder, Mary Graham. In “Some Thoughts About the Philosophical Underpinnings of Aboriginal
Worldviews” (Graham, 2004), she describes a worldview of radical interconnectedness between
people and the environment, and a sense of the land as sacred and integral to human identity.
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are asked to do a preparatory mindfulness exercises, read the story and then
contemplate the seed they planted. The prompt asks them how the analogy of the
seed in the story applies to their own experience, and how the readings for that
module tie in to the analogy for them.
This exercise weaves together common motifs in the course while resonating
with specific themes from the assigned readings for that module. It thus gives the
opportunity to revisit and deepen this inquiry and moves students from the realm
of abstract arguments to a more intimate, immediate and sensory investigation in
relation to their own experience. This reflects best practices in learning science by
reflecting different ways of experiencing (Carmean & Haefner, 2002), integrating
ideas by connecting them with each other (Fink, 2003) and facilitating multiple opportunities for revisiting and connecting earlier concepts) (Alley & Jansak, 2001).
Cyber-Practice
The online format of the class itself provides the opportunity for meta-cognitive
inquiry which be integrated into the course learning goals. For example, in one
of the modules where assigned authors talk about alienation from nature through
technology, students write reflectively about how they imagine the authors would
respond to the fact that this class is fully online, and how they personally think
about online learning in the context of the ideas they are reading about and reflecting on? This connects the material to the students own real-world experience
and shows the relevance of the materials to their lives. This can increase student
motivation (Alley & Jansak, 2001) and student engagement (Carmean & Haefner,
2002) and provides another opportunity for meta-cognition and reflection on
their learning experiences.
4. Integration by structure and process
Guiding Questions: Do the contemplative exercises facilitate reinforcement of learning
opportunities through “spiraling back,” reflection and meta-cognition? Do they accommodate different learning styles?
Ambrose (2010) stresses the importance of knowledge frameworks to learning,
and advise that assignments should help students to see the relationships and
connections between pieces of knowledge (pp. 43-44) In designing my course, I
ensured that contemplative exercises are integral to the course at every stage.
Consistency is important because it gives students many opportunities to practice exercising their contemplative faculties, to become increasingly comfortable
and familiar with this approach, and to reinforce their learning through this process and to trust the process. Certain themes are consistently spiraled back to,
to increase opportunities for reinforcement and connectivity. The early exercise
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around planting a seed is revisited and referred back to in later modules of the
course (example below).
In addition to creating a supportive structure, I have found it helpful to create a process where there is an integration between reflection on course themes
and self-reflection, or metacognition. Introspection and self-reflection are integral
dimensions of contemplative practice (Barbezat, 2014; Shapiro, Brown, & Astin,
2011). As Zajonc put it, “we move and feel with the natural phenomenon, text,
painting or person before us; living out of ourselves into the other. Respectfully
and delicately, in meditation we join with the other, while maintaining full awareness and clarity of mind” (Zajonc, 2006a, p. 3). This focus on relationality can also
be applied to how we encounter our own experiences and habits of mind. This
self-awareness is prerequisite for exploring how the other influences us, and vice
versa. To help students to develop these skills of introspection and metacognition,
each contemplative exercise includes instructions for sensory interoception, and/
or awareness of their own reactivity to an encounter. For example, a particular
emphasis on this self-reflection is found in the last contemplative exercise in the
final module of the course, where students are asked to reflect on their own
learning experiences. In the prompt for this assignment below, students are encouraged to explore the seed as a metaphor for their learning experience:
You are invited to think about your interaction with and attitudes
towards your seed/the process of growth and any changes in it (if
any) as a result of your studies in this class. How did this reflect the
change of development of your ideas? What factors nurtured your
learning? What challenged it or threatened to endanger it? What
are the “fruits” of your learning? You could understand your seed
as a non-human teacher. What, if anything, has your non-human
teacher taught you? You don’t need to be too analytical in this
process—remember to adopt the contemplative, “deep listening”
approach, and feel free to just write without too much analytical
censoring. Your seed may or may not have sprouted and blossomed
in that time. In this respect, you could see it as a metaphor for your
own learning. Try to “listen deeply” to your non-human teacher
and your reflections around it. What does it tell you?
Studies on meditation in higher education have found that meditative and
contemplative practices can strengthen students’ metacognition (Shapiro, Brown
& Astin, 2004). The exercise above actively prompts students to weave together
different kinds of knowing together in the process of inquiry. Carmean and Haefner (2002) argue that learning is contextual and that deeper learning occurs when
new knowledge is integrated and applied into the learner’s world. Deep learning
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is also active, intertwined with judgment and exploration, engaged in real-world
tasks, and involving practice and reinforcement. The contemplative practice above
provides opportunities for these deeper learning experiences.
Cyber-Practice
One way to take advantage of the functionality of course management systems
is to use hyperlinks to refer students to multimedia resources to help them with
the contemplative practices. An advantage of online learning is the opportunities
it affords for students to customize their learning experience (Wilcox et al., 2016).
There are many excellent audio guided mindfulness practices online; I give students
links to a wide selection of them. I also use video to support their learning—for
example, by making brief video recordings of myself offering them feedback, or
producing links to short videos of relevant to the topic. Learning is engaging when
it emphasizes natural curiosities and respects diverse ways of learning (Carmean
& Haefner, 2002); the functionalities of course management systems allow for the
accommodation of a wide range of learning styles, directed by the students’ own
curiosity.
5. Integrating assessment
Guiding question: Are the contemplative assignments assessed in ways that encourage
reflective and meta-cognition, and leave room for creative expression?
The course content encourages students to explore and challenge students’ conceptual boundaries about their relationship with the environment, but my intention is to give students an opportunity to explore these boundaries in an affective
way, too.
For assessment of this process, students are asked to write a reflective posting about their experiences in response to the prompts. This they share on a discussion board which is visible to all the other students in the class. In addition to
writing, students are also invited to submit their responses through other media
such as through poetry, artwork, photography or videography.
The concept of evaluating students on these kinds of personal reflections
can bring some tensions. For example, the content of their reflections is likely
to be personal, and reflective of their deeper values and attitudes. Giving students an evaluative grade for their contemplative reflections risks bringing in a
more inspectorial rather than collaborative ethos, which might inhibit their honest
self-expression. Brockbank and McGill articulate this concern: “We start from the
Latin root of the word assessment: ‘to sit beside.’ This classical meaning reflects
the values being promoted in critically reflective learning as collaborative rather
than inspectorial” (Brockbank & McGill, 1998, p. 100). There is a danger that
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students may feel that they should write what they think I want to hear and the
assessment process might end up being “a medium to reward the right attitudes
and sanction the wrong ones” (Hargreaves, 2004).
To help mitigate these concerns, I grade these reflections on a pass/fail basis.
In other words, students are not assessed on the content or quality of what they
write, but on whether or not they completed the assignment. In this respect this
assessment group is unlike all the other assignments in the course where students
are given a score based on a grading rubric. I also write appreciative or affirming
comments in response to their postings. My initial worry that students would take
advantage of the pass/fail system by making minimal effort has not been justified. I
have been pleasantly surprised how much time and effort most students put into
these experiments with knowing, and how they seem to grow in confidence as
the course progresses. Collectively, the weekly contemplative assignments constitute 20% of the final grade for the course, but they are also assessed in the final
project where students reflect on how the contemplative exercises helped them
to answer their chosen question. This integration, spiraling back, and repeated
opportunities for practice are all indicated, as we have seen, are indicated by the
best practices in pedagogy.
Cyber-Practice
Course management systems have excellent functionality to enable students to
share their reflections with each other in a variety of media (though most opt
for writing). As instructor, I give prompt and encouraging feedback using written,
video, and audio tools available in the course management system. The online
delivery platform creates a digital cumulative archive of all that has transpired
in class (Vonderwell, Liang, & Alderman, 2007). Students have a record of their
contributions to the class which they can return to and reflect on. A culminating
assignment that takes advantage of this asset encourages meta-reflection. Alley
and Jansak identify this process of reflection as vital in facilitating higher order
learning. They argue that good instructional design “prompts reflection and meta-cognitive thinking by requiring the student to pause, to summarize, to evaluate,
to take inventory, and to construct (draw) broader connections” (Alley & Jansak,
2001, p. 10).
DISCUSSION

Do the contemplative exercises “work”? Of course, how one answers this question depends on one’s criteria for success. At the start of this paper I described
my intentions for integrating contemplative pedagogy. These included helping students to explore questions of identity and relationship to the environment in an
affective and not purely intellectual, conceptual level, and helping students devel-
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op self-awareness, both in terms of their relationship to their own experience,
but also in terms of recognizing some of their own foundational assumptions and
how they affect the way that they are in the world. In the absence of a formal assessment study, the information I have to assess effectiveness of the contemplative
practices in this regard comes from four main sources. First, and most significantly, it comes from the weekly student contemplative reflections. Second, from the
final project where students reflect on their experiences with the contemplative
practices. A third source is those student evaluations in which students specifically mention the contemplative practices. Finally, occasionally I receive unsolicited
emails from students about the contemplative practices. This data is qualitative
and not part of a formal research project about the efficacy of contemplative pedagogies in my classes. However, from these four types of sources I have identified
certain recurring themes that do seem to indicate that students are reaping some
of the intended fruits of the contemplative exercises. I will now discuss three of
these themes, and give some examples from student work.
1. Reflection about relationship with the natural world
The seed-planting exercise in particular seems to encourage students to explore
their relationship with nature in interesting ways. Some students seem very attached to outcome, and become self-critical or upset if their seed does not sprout.
The following extract provides an example of this, and demonstrates how this experience led the student to explore if her relationship to the seed was connected
to her relationship with nature more broadly:
My non-human teacher sprouted, then died. It was actually quite
devastating. The thought of having this living thing completely dependent on me to feed it, nurture it, and love it; then to just die
because of me, was just awful. It made me think full-circle about
many of the things we have learned in this class. Why our relationship with the living and non-living has been “tainted.” We neglect
nature and view ourselves apart from it instead of a part of it. (A1)
There is an implicit and apparently unacknowledged anthropocentrism in this
comment, as though nature is dependent on humans for its health. Other students
describe starting with such a perspective but being moved to challenge it by their
experiences:
I learned so much from this class that caused me to have a different
perspective on my non-human teacher than I would have if I hadn’t
taken the class. For example, my plant never sprouted. Prior to the
class I would have felt a sense of failure and disappointment. Because of the class I look at my pot of dirt with happiness! I learned
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that the soil is alive and feel that it is a gift and a part of our nurturing Earth, whether or not my seed sprouted. (A2)
In her final project later in the course, the same student describes an increasing and deeply-felt appreciation of interconnectedness, supplanting her previously
held assumptions:
The experience I had with my seed (and later plant) has been
eye-opening. I realized that the way I thought about my seed was a
direct reflection of my worldview, not necessarily of reality. Instead
of recognizing that the seed was perfect in whatever state it was in,
I was entirely focused on the end result, on seeing the seed sprout
and grow. This realization was powerful and taught me to appreciate where I am in any given moment, rather than always being
worried about getting to some end-goal; I was reminded to focus
on the journey, not just the destination. I also learned to appreciate
how both the seed and I are dependent and made up of many nonseed and non-human elements and this knowledge really brought
home the idea of interconnectedness. (A2)
Here, then, we see how the seed-planting exercise was the catalyst for exploration about the relationship with the natural world. There is a certain intimacy
about this exploration—it is not a purely conceptual, intellectual exercise, but a
personal realization. In his work on transformative learning, Mezirow argues that
a central goal of education should be to recognize the factors that influence our
worldviews. Making this recognition gives rise to the opportunity for students to
“change these structures of habitual expectation to make possible a more inclusive,
discriminating and integrating perspective, and finally, make choices or otherwise
act upon these new understandings” (Merizow, 1991, p.167; see also Shapiro et al.,
2011). The student postings here seem to indicate just such a process unfolding.
This extract also demonstrates another common theme in student reflections: a shift to a more empathetic relationship with nature, conducive to a stronger sense of community. This is important; studies in environmental education
show a positive relationship between a sense of connectedness to nature and environmentally responsible behavior (Carmi, Arnon, & Orion, 2015; Frantz & Mayer,
2014; Pfattheicher, Sassenrath, & Schindler, 2016). Pulkki, Dahlin, and Värri (2017)
call for “biophilia revolution” towards affinity to all life to overcome a destructive alienation from the physical environment, and see contemplative practices as
facilitating this: “Contemplative pedagogy cultivates the body and its senses for
learning intrinsic valuation and caring for the environment” (p. 214). A prerequisite
for creating just communities is acknowledging both the existence and the intrinsic value of other community members (both human and non-human), and caring
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about them. Contemplative practices help to address a sense of disconnection and
alienation from others by generating “the ability to observe our own present-moment experience with a certain degree of compassionate detachment” and to “let
the usual storylines go” to pay attention to lived, present-moment experience
(Kahane, 2009, p. 53). The compassionate detachment that Kahane refers to here
is important: emotional contagion or personal distress from affective empathy is
less effective in (or even detrimental to) motivating justice sensitivity than cognitive or motivational empathy (Decety & Yoder, 2016, 2017).
2. Introspection
Another common theme emerging from the contemplative exercises was an increased sense of students reflecting on their own habits as learners. For example,
the extracts below, from two different students, illustrate some honest self-evaluation, prompted by the seed exercise:
If I plant another basil seed when it’s later in spring and warmer, it
will probably grow a lot better. If I am at a plateau in my life, maybe
the environment isn’t quite right for me to flourish, just like the
basil. Maybe there isn’t enough sun, or too much water. I think if
the balance is off in my life, I will not be able to grow to my full
potential. (A3)
It didn’t sprout and nothing happened because I neglected it. The
same can be said for almost every area in my life except for when
it comes to my son. I don’t do as well in my classes because I don’t
put in enough effort or time needed. My home is usually a mess because I have a tendency to put off tomorrow what I should be doing
today. I always feel as if I’m busy and yet I don’t get much done. (A4)
The latter student clearly illustrates awareness of her own habits and tendencies and how they influence her learning and the way she engages with her other
activities. Although what she finds is problematic, she demonstrates a maturity
in recognizing her own role in shaping her experience. Such understanding and
self-awareness is a prerequisite for transformation (Barbezat, 2014).
3. Appreciation of the contemplative practices
Students often report being initially skeptical about the contemplative practices, but then surprised about how they found them beneficial in various ways.
In course evaluations, one question asks students, “What aspects of this class
most contributed to your learning?” In every iteration of the course, students
have explicitly identified the contemplative exercises in this response section.
The following discussion posting from a student identifies various aspects that
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she found beneficial. I have cited it at some length because it exemplifies many
of the qualities that students often say they appreciate about the contemplative
exercises.
Over the course of the past weeks I have come to understand
myself and the world I live in a little better. When I chose my
non-human teacher in the beginning and made the choice to be
completely open to the process of contemplative reflection I didn’t
think I would find it so useful. Being able to quiet my thoughts and
become centered has allowed me to examine my own experiences
and opinions in a more thoughtful way. I feel like these exercises
have provided me with a new way to be prepared academically and
mentally for schoolwork. I especially felt that the various meditative activities we participated in were beneficial to me, and I would
have never tried it if we weren’t doing it in this setting. The inspiration of a non-human teacher as a guide in this course helps remove
any preconceived insecurities about being judged and I think overall
led me to a more valuable outlook on the material. My non-human
teacher provided me with hope and potential for growth, but also
kept me grounded in the moment about my responsibilities as a
student and a citizen of the world. My worldviews about the environment and other aspects of life have been challenged by this
course, but in the end it has brought me to a place of better understanding. Questioning the Western worldview through the readings
has put me in a position where I must ask myself how participative
I am in the destruction or preservation of the environment. If I am
“listening deeply” to my non-human teacher, I know that it tells me
to acknowledge the energy around me and remember the cooperative relationship that must be maintained to ensure the Earth and
all nature—including human being—persists. (A5)
This contains the themes of introspection and a shift in perception about her
role in relation to the environment catalyzed by the interaction with the non-human teacher. It demonstrates how the process of slowing down and reflecting on
her experiences catalyzed greater awareness not only of her own study habits
and biases, but also of her own obligations, responsibilities and actions as a citizen
of the world. She notes that such insights are challenging, but in a beneficial way.
Each of these examples demonstrates how the contemplative practices help
to realize some of the learning objectives for the course as a whole. In particular,
one of the learning objectives focuses on students recognizing that they have a
worldview which is one among many, and on exploring and reflecting upon differ-
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ent ways of knowing. The examples of student work here highlight this sense of
exploration and suggest that it has been fruitful and stimulating for students. Another learning objective is that students locate their own personal ways of valuing
the environment in the context of the other philosophies and traditions that they
are learning about. The contemplative exercises help to make visible students’
deep-seated values and assumptions, and put more of a focus on subjective relationality rather than cool or detached observation.
CONCLUSION

My discussion of the results of these pedagogical experiments is based on impressions gathered from various sources, not from data collected as part of a formal
qualitative or quantitative research study. Such a study in the future would be
helpful to examine the effects of these practices on student learning, although it
would need to be nested within a wider philosophical discussion about appropriate measures and criteria for “success,” and the goals of higher education.
Throughout this paper my focus has been on the student learning experience.
I will conclude, however, with the observation that my experience as a teacher has
been very much enriched by my experiences with contemplative pedagogy. Just
as I yearn for meaningful connection with my chosen subject matter, I also yearn
for a sense of connection with my students. The contemplative exercises really
help to provide this because they encourage students to move beyond stock and
platitudinous responses to a more personal and intimate exploration of their experience. Perhaps the relative anonymity of the fully online modality helps to facilitate their willingness to express their feelings about their experiments with these
ways of knowing. This would be an interesting topic for further research, as there
is little existing work about it, apart from studies suggesting that students may be
positively disposed towards online discussions because they have more time to
think about and articulate their ideas than in face-to-face discussions, which helps
those students who might be too inhibited or shy to speak out in a face-to-face
class (Ellis et al., 2006). It is an honor and privilege to listen to students’ thoughts
about their place in the world, especially when they move beyond the superficial
and express some of their most heartfelt challenges and concerns.
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In Paradise with Contemplative Pedagogy:
A Journey
Laura Biagi
DePaul University				
		
With Dante in Heaven: A Contemplative Journey is a course that I devised and taught
in the Italian Studies Department at Vassar College in the spring of 2016. The course
focused on Paradise, the third canticle of The Divine Comedy by Dante Alighieri; it was
cross-listed with the Department of Religion, and taught in English. Thirty students
(freshmen, sophomores, juniors, and seniors) with different backgrounds and majors, enrolled in this course. During this course, I introduced the students to free-writing, deep listening exercises, yoga-based deep breathing exercises, and vocal improvisation. Students felt that the practices contributed to a feeling of relaxation, focus,
and overall ease in the classroom, and that some of the exercises allowed them to
overcome personal and academic obstacles in subjects other than the humanities.
This reflective paper describes the course design, the uses and outcomes of classroom
exercises, and the relationship between the study of the primary text (referred to as the
Comedy in the rest of this paper) and the development of the class’s learning environment.The students’ self-reported experiences demonstrate how contemplative pedagogy
can model a new way of teaching and learning that honors students’ personal experiences and backgrounds when approaching a classic piece of literature.

PEDAGOGY AND METHOD

M

y goals for developing this course were to: introduce the concept of inner and outer soundscapes; explore forms of learning through sound
and listening; share deep listening practices in the classroom to support
students’ capacity to communicate with one another in ways that are personal,
respectful, and reciprocal; create an opportunity for inner exploration; and experiment with new teaching and learning methods. My goals were supported by
evaluations and assignments that were partially traditional (a mid-term and a final
paper), and more experimental, both non-graded and graded. The non-graded assignments consisted of bi-weekly forum entries on the online course page. These
entries did not have to be limited to writing. Students could also draw or take
pictures and post them on the forum. The graded assignments consisted of three
free-writing assignments in which the students could explore their relationship to
the poem outside of an academic writing style, and a final “contemplative group
project.” Finally, each class included a slide presentation, reading from the poem in
English for meaning and in Italian for sound, and small and large group discussions.
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With this course, as with all my courses, I make sure I elucidate the pedagogical approach in my syllabus and take a good amount of time to share my goals
with the students on the first day of class; students need to be able to opt out
from this form of pedagogy if they are not comfortable with it. Once the course
starts, I have regular office hours and ask students to come visit. I have a list of
resources ready, including counseling services on campus, as well as the names
and addresses of offices whose work focuses on various forms of diversity based
on gender choice, ethnicity, religion, physical and mental ability and wellness, and
class and poverty.
The research for this course originated in my training in yoga and sound healing in India and the United States, and the approaches to contemplative pedagogy
by Center for Contemplative Mind in Society, and the Association for Contemplative Mind in Higher Education. “Contemplation,” from the Latin contemplari, meant
to create a sacred space for observation (Barbezat & Bush, 2014, p. 21). Today,
in secular academia, contemplative pedagogy explores how emotions, intuitions,
and sensory-based exercises enhance students’ mental health; support students’
capacity to learn, retain, and express information while maintaining a sense of
well-being during stressful periods; and encourage students to find their own voices and apply their learning to everyday life (pp. 3-9).
Contemplative teaching and learning share many points, including “seeing
things as they are, being open to new ideas, appreciating the contribution of silence to learning, valuing each human voice, honoring the constantly changing
nature of ideas” (Barbezat & Bush, 2014, p. 91). Activities that allow students to
experience unity out of diversity are not only refreshing and stimulating, but also
essential to the survival of our communities. I call the opposite of inclusive learning, “exclusive learning,” which means that only a few thrive at the expense of
others. The concepts of learning together, listening to one another, and equality
in the production of knowledge are rare in the model of exclusive learning in higher education, which seems to favor individualized goals and outcomes: individual
essays read alone on paper or online, individual papers handed in, individualized
course of studies, and individual grades given by individual teachers. This model
has become the norm, but through contemplative pedagogy we can re-imagine a
process of learning and teaching that is based on listening, on sharing, on respecting students as teachers and teachers as students.
Contemplating Sound
Because of my interests and research in sound studies, nada yoga (the yoga of
sound), and sound healing, I decided to use sound as the medium through which
we could explore language, poetry, communication, and awareness in the Comedy.
The poem is filled with imagery, too, and often I introduced images to support the
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exploration of sounds. Many artists, from Botticelli to Dalì, have made drawings
inspired by the Comedy. However, for this course, the contemplation of sound was
my main focus.
Among the practices that I share with my students are “exercises on inner
and outer listening.” Learning how to listen to the voices in our heads, such as the
voices of our inner critics, can teach us so much about how to be free of internal distractions. Listening exercises help us become aware of this sonic presence
in our minds, and to slowly widen the silent spaces between thoughts. I hear a
thought, I become aware, I breathe and let the thought go, until another thought
“is thinking me.” Listening is about being open to all sounds and, at the same time,
to allow silence to exist. In yoga, silence is not the absence of physical sound,
which is actually impossible for our human body.1 It has more to do with quieting
the breath and the mind, with simply being in the present moment. It will be very
difficult to quiet the mind without calming the breath. Shallow and fast breathing
are, in fact, often the result of unruly thoughts.2
One exercise that I use often at the beginning of my classes is a contemplative practice that starts with listening to one’s breath and heartbeat. Students are
encouraged to “sit up,” and to be at ease and relaxed while maintaining a good
sitting position. We control the breath by using numbers of counts: for example,
we breathe in on counts of six, and we breathe out on counts of six.3 Gently, I
guide students to expand their listening to the sounds immediately around them,
then to the sounds of the room, of the building, and finally to the furthest sound
they can perceive. We dwell in this moment that I call “ear stretching.” Then, we
withdraw (pratyahara) our listening awareness all the way back to us, traveling
from the outer sounds to the inner sounds of our heartbeat and breathing. Finally,
we try to listen to every sonic element arising in each moment.
As Mirabai Bush and Daniel Barbezat explain, “Deep listening is a way of hearing in which we are fully present with what is happening in the moment without
trying to control it or judge it. We let go of our inner clamoring and our usual
assumptions and listen with respect for precisely what is being said. Very few stu1
There is never a moment, except than in sleep, when we can experience complete silence. Even in an anechoic chamber, we would still hear our heartbeat, the flush of our blood in
veins and arteries, and our breaths.
2
My exposure to listening exercises, however, preceded my studies in India and goes back
to 1998, when I started training with composer and educator Pauline Oliveros in New York.
Pauline spent a lifetime researching, performing, and teaching listening, resonance, improvisation,
and collaboration as social tools for community building (Oliveros, 2005).
3
Counting the in- and out-take of breath is a simple technique that allows most students
to learn how to control one’s breathing patterns. When thinking arises and takes over, we lose
the count. It’s inevitable. This is a non-invasive and non-aggressive way to become aware of how
much power our unruly thoughts have.
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dents have developed this capacity for listening” (2014, p. 137). Listening does not
require particular skills, but it demands a fairly good capacity to concentrate, and
it requires that individuals are comfortable with their own solitude. Listening, like
other contemplative practices, while it put us in communication with others and
the environment, is ultimately done alone.
Arthur Zajonc, in his book Meditation as Contemplative Inquiry, points out that
solitude is the “central characteristic of modern human consciousness” (2009, p.
22). In a Platonic journey from the world of the senses to the perfection of Ideas,
Dante’s journey in Paradiso is also a solitary one. He is accompanied by guides and
souls but, ultimately, he is alone in his journey. In the same way, contemplative
pedagogy won’t provide a “beaten path” for practitioners. Zajonc writes, “Going
forward, solitude and love will be inseparable” (2009, p. 23). The journey is personal, intimate, and filled with unexpected discoveries. The capacity to comfortably dwell in the silence of inner solitude is a skill that requires practice and, as
Zajonc explains, humility and reverence. Humility and reverence are two qualities
that are difficult to cultivate in materialistic societies: we want everything, now,
and fast! The process of listening without expectation or a specific result is helpful
for the development of a part of ourselves that, in yoga, is called “the witness,”
and that Zajonc calls “the silent self” (2009, pp. 30-34).
It is certainly difficult to talk about the silent self because it is above words
and definitions; it belongs to everyone and everything, and all is part of it. It is the
part of ourselves that is beyond our personality, free of social distinctions, the
mind that is thinking itself. It is called the witness in yoga because it is silent, and it
while it is in us, it can see us from within and from the outside. In the presence of
the witness, our chatting mind quiets down and, by the same token, it is only when
the whirlpools of thoughts calm down that the witness can be perceived. With
sound, be it a prayer, a mantra, a chant, humming or improvising, it is possible to
entrain thoughts.4
Building on listening with vocal exercises allows participants to continue cultivating a taste for inner solitude while connecting with others. I prompt students
to start with a sigh or a yawn, just to get over the self-imposed criticism that often
accompanies the idea of singing. We progress from sighing and yawning, to the experience bodily vibration through humming, and then we finally open our sounds
to vowels and extended vocal techniques such as whistling, laughing, coughing, bits
and pieces of words, etc. We never lose our connection with listening while we
make sounds. Listening becomes porous; we hear close and far, we detect per4
Entraining is not a typo for entertaining. Entraining, in sound healing theory and practice,
is the act of “catching” by rhythm. When I listen to music and my foot starts beating the tempo
on the carpet, that’s entrainment. When I listen to music and become one with music, that’s
entrainment. In this context, when I am able to catch my thoughts and make them one with the
vibration of a chant or prayer, that’s entrainment.
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sonality traits through the tones, the colors, the tempo of breathing. Eventually,
groups starting with various notes end up gathering on basic chords, creating a
sonic community.
When I was living in New York City for my graduate studies at NYU, I studied “extended vocal techniques” with composer and performance artist Meredith
Monk. 5 Monk’s career spans over five decades of experimental solo and ensemble
work. Her work on the human voice is at the same time very simple and very
complex. As a trained singer, Monk’s vocal skills are excellent. However, the way
she teaches voice composition starts from a very basic premise: the voice is a
body, it has its own movement, its own habitual signatures, and its own unique
qualities. Every voice has a unique personality, like an actor on stage. “The voice,”
writes Monk, is “as a tool for discovering, activating, remembering, uncovering,
demonstrating primordial/prelogical consciousness” (Jowitt, 1997, p. 56). This
“primordial/prelogical consciousness” is the source of our creative principle. It
takes some courage to improvise with one’s voice in front of other people. Our
voice is as unique as our fingerprints. Once we get over the fear of embarrassing
ourselves, however, expressing vocal sounds creates an openness that allows for
intellectual breakthroughs, on an emotional and intellectual level.
Connections happen inside and outside the participants. In my exercises with
students over the years, I consistently noticed that, as soon as participants close
their eyes, they tend to cluster together, as if wanting to experience each other’s
presence more. In the exercise I devised, called “Knowing by Sound,” I prompt
students to “get to know each other” by listening to each other’s voices while
improvising. The improvisations are always based on the breath and not on musical skills. I asked the students to get to know each other through sound while
moving gently around the room with eyes closed. We started the class with some
stretches, and body and voice warm-ups. We then gathered in the center of the
classroom and looked at each other, opening our senses to the presence of our
own bodies and the bodies of others. I then prompted students to start moving
slowly around the room while completing revolutions around their own center.
Finally, we added sound to the movement and, because our eyes were closed, vocal sounds became a tool to sense each other, to detect each other’s presence. I
asked the students to close their eyes or keep a soft gaze, and to hold their hands
in front of them, to create a sense of protection in case they came into contact
with other students or objects in the room. We had agreed that I would record
this improvisation, which you can listen to here6. You can hear the students’ voices, and the shuffling of their feet as they pivot around themselves and walk around.
5
6

www.meredithmonk.org
https://soundcloud.com/laura-biagi-321096202/knowing-by-sound
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All of the thirty course students participated in this exercise. That day, I invited the students to share their experience on our online forum. Most students
seemed to find the practice helpful as a process of self-awareness and discovery.
However, one particular theme emerged from the majority of the entries: students were able to find a point of connection between self and others, a place of
connectivity and inclusion that did not feel threatening or intrusive. One student
commented:
This resonance was not necessarily harmonious, and each voice
didn’t match in tone, however somehow the sound waves bounced
off each other in a respectful and observant way. The owner of
each voice understood its connection to the larger system while
genuinely flowing from a place of uniqueness and free will. (Student,
unpublished course forum post, 2016)
When you are able to connect with yourself, you will also learn how to connect with others and vice-versa. This exercise is a good tool to make students
aware of any discomfort with connection. “I think when I grow more confident in
my sound expression I will be able to connect with more people in not only our
class but in life.” (Student, unpublished course forum post, 2016).
The Comedy
To attempt to cover the extensive and authoritative scholarly interpretations of
Dante’s work built up over the centuries was beyond the scope and goal of my
research. My scholarly training and background is in Performance Studies, and not
in Italian Studies. A Dante specialist would have approached the Comedy differently, with more depth and cross-references, but I was more interested in using
this poem as a vehicle to explore the impact of contemplative pedagogy in higher
education. This choice is reflected in the simple way in which I presented the
Comedy to the students, most of whom were not majoring in Italian Studies. I used
Durling’s translation, which was recommended to me by my esteemed mentor at
Vassar College, a Dante specialist, John Ahern.
The Divine Comedy is a poem bringing together theology, astronomy, astrology, politics, history, geography, aesthetics, and more. In three canticles, Inferno,
Purgatorio, and Paradiso, the poet narrates his descent through Hell, his ascension
of Mount Purgatory, and his flight through the Heavenly Spheres of Paradise. The
journey is the goal, a process of inner transformation through purification of the
senses. During his journey, the poet/pilgrim is accompanied by three main guides:
Virgil (Hell and Purgatory) Beatrice (Paradise), and St. Bernard (Paradise). Paradise
is perhaps the hardest canticle of the three, filled with symbols, cultural references and nuances. I took a risk, and I am grateful to my colleagues in the Italian
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Department at Vassar College for allowing me to teach this masterpiece with an
innovative approach.
In Paradise, Dante ascends through ten spheres, ten being a sacred number
of completion in the Platonic/Neoplatonic system of thought: Moon, Mercury,
Venus, Sun, Mars, Jupiter, Saturn, Fixed Stars, Primum Mobile and Empyrean. The
Empyrean is where Divine Love (God, even though Dante does not use this word
in this final sphere) resides, beyond time and space, emanating its Light and Virtues
to the outer spheres. Beatrice is Dante’s guide for most of this canticle. She helps
the pilgrim rise through the spheres and in consciousness. Each passage from a
lower to a higher sphere can be understood as an intellectual and spiritual breakthrough. In the Fixed Stars, Dante sees “a point that was radiating light” (un punto
vidi che raggiava lume) (Par. 28.16).7 Dante’s capacity to sustain this vision has been
strengthened during the journey. In the final canto of Paradise, Dante is hit by a
flash of lightning, finally realizing the Unity of all that is: “my mind was struck by a
flash” (la mia mente fu percossa / da un fulgor) (Par. 33.139). He invokes the “highest
Light” to help him find the words to write down his experience:
O highest Light that rise so far beyond our
mortal thought, lend again to my memory a little
of how you appeared,
and make my tongue so powerful that it may
leave a single spark of your glory to the people
yet to be,
for, if it comes back somewhat to my memory
and resounds a little in these verses, more will be
conceived of your victory. (Par. 33.67-75) 8
Finally, Dante becomes one with “the Love that moves the sun and the other
stars” (Par. 33.145).
7
For my course, I used Robert H. Durling’s translation of Paradise. Durling translates Dante’s poetry into prose. I chose Durling’s version for two reasons. First, it was recommended to
me by retired professor of Italian John Ahern. Professor Ahern taught Dante’s Comedy at Vassar
College for many years and I trusted his advice. Second, because of the quality of this course, I
was more interested in working with meaning than with rhyme. I wanted the students to be able
to understand the poem through prose, and then study Dante’s poetry directly on the Italian
text.
8
O somma luce che tanto ti levi / da’ concetti mortali, a la mia mente / ripresta un poco di quel
che parevi, / e fa la lingua mia tanto possente / ch’ una favilla sol de la tua gloria / possa lasciare a la
futura gente, / ché, per tornare alquanto a mia memoria / e per sonare un poco in questi versi, / più si
conceperà di tua vittoria.
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In this system, the microcosm and the macrocosm are one and different,
separate and united. Spiritual ascension is marked by paradoxes, leaps of faith,
sudden realizations, and inner reflection. While the system on which Dante builds
his intricate journey is original, The Divine Comedy can be read as a poem in relation to other works of art, such as Ovid’s Metamorphoses and Virgil’s Aeneid, as
well as philosophical essays and religious texts from the Old and New Testament,
Boethius’ The Consolation of Philosophy, and St. Thomas Aquinas’ Summa Theologiae.
The Comedy weaves together neo-platonic thought with Christian esotericism,
Arabic alchemy and Aristotelian theories of emanation, astronomy, and astrology.
What Dante did was revolutionary for his time. He wrote this journey in the
first person, becoming at once poet, pilgrim, and prophet. It was unusual for lay
people to write an epic poem narrating one’s ascension to heaven and an ultimate
vision of angels and saints, the Madonna, Christ, and God. Moreover, despite being
fluent in Latin, Dante chose to write in the Florentine vernacular of the 13th and
14th centuries, the “vulgar” language of the people. While not many unschooled
people could read, they could listen to The Divine Comedy being read in public
spaces, including the church of Santa Reparata, which would later become the
cathedral of Santa Maria del Fiore in Florence.
Heavenly Sounds
Marshall McLuhan (1960) wrote that “writing is the visualization of acoustic space”
(p. 207) and that a “pure acoustic space is spherical” (p. 70). Beatrice and the
blessed souls dominate the acoustic space. Dante is hesitant, like a child, a shy
lover, a beginner on the path. Depending on which sphere he is in, the pilgrim’s
voice is strong, restrained, or muted. He periodically apologizes for not being able
to express with words what he has experienced in the Heavens. Dante refers to
a leap that the pen needs to take, attesting that words can’t convey the strength
of his vision. The incapacity to describe God as simultaneity and unity is also due
to what Teolinda Barolini (1992) calls the “temporal status of language” (p. 168).
She writes: “When caused by God to sound in time, [...] his speech is like human
speech. Otherwise, God’s word is silent and eternal [...]” (p. 168). Dante actually
coined a neologism for this incapacity to express what is beyond human senses:
trasumanar, transhumanizing, understood in the Comedy as “being able to go beyond one’s human sensorial limitations.” He writes, “To signify transhumanizing
per verba is / impossible; therefore let the comparison / suffice for those to whom
grace reserves the experience”9 (Par. 1.70-72).
Soundscapes in Paradise include the poet’s narration in the first person; dialogues between Dante and his guides, Beatrice and St. Bernard; Dante and the
9
serba

Trasumanar significa per verba / no si poria; però l’essemplo basti / a cui esperienza grazia

IN PAR ADISE WITH CONTEMPLATIVE PEDAGOGY

137

souls he meets; Dante’s inner thoughts (always heard by the souls and the angelic intelligences); angelic chants, invocations, condemnations, whispers and one
loud cry; and silence. Vocalizations are human and angelic, elegantly alternating
between narration and dialogue. Sound also marks certain steps of the journey.
In the sphere of Saturn, for example, Beatrice is no longer smiling, and the souls
and angels are not chanting. Beatrice explains to Dante that the reason why she
doesn’t smile and he hears silence is that his limited senses would not be able to
sustain the high intensity of sound and image. In order for Dante to refine his senses, the souls gather in front of him and produce a “strong cry”10 (Par. 21.140-142).
Dante is overwhelmed, and the cry “wins” him. He surrenders to a necessary
transformation of his sense of hearing.
Dante also used repetitive sounds of certain consonants in the various heavenly spheres: “r” in Mars (roggio, riso, rilevarsi, riprese), or “v” in the Primum Mobile
(vien, vista, vinse, vedere, viso vinto, viva, velo, virtute). When he reaches the Primum
Mobile, Dante meets St. Peter, St. James, St. John and Adam, who test the pilgrim
on faith, hope, and charity. All of them breathe their words. In Cantos 24, 25, 26:
spiro, spirava, spirò, respiri a te, il suon del trino spiro. This strategy creates a physical
reaction to sound together with an intellectual stimulation through meaning.
After developing listening exercises and vocal improvisations with the students during the first month and a half of our course, I decided to read a full canto
in Italian during a class. Of the thirty students in the class, about ten knew Italian
at various levels, from beginning to advanced. We had been reading excerpts of
the cantos aloud in English during class, switching to the Italian original when I
wanted students to notice certain choices by the translator, or to listen to the
use of alliterations and assonances. I chose Canto 14, in which Dante and Beatrice
ascend from the sphere of the Sun to the sphere of Mars because I enjoy listening
to the words chosen by the poet in which the letter “r” has a certain strength, i.e.,
virtute, translato, robbi, Marte, Cristo.
I led the students through a simple physical warm-up, a vocal warm-up and
improvisation, and a listening exercise while moving about the classroom. Then I
asked the students to go back to their chairs, sit up, and listen to the sounds of the
poem. I was interested in exploring how the sonic aspect of the poem impacted
students’ listening, so I decided to read parts of the poems in Italian that contained
assonances and alliterations. Since only a third of the class spoke Italian, this experiment was, for most, a purely sound-based experience. This is what a student
wrote on the forum that same day:
When you [the professor] read the cantos in Italian, I could really
feel the impact of the text. Sometimes it’s easy to forget how the
10
tuono.

Fero un grido di sì alto suono / che non potrebbe qui assomigliarsi, / né io lo ‘ntesi, sì mi vinse il
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writer’s decisions in terms of style can really influence the meaning
they are trying to relay. Dante forces the reader to see the connections between text and metaphor. Only by vocalizing the text could
this be communicated. I think the class highlighted the importance
and lack of real “reading” in education and college. (Student, unpublished course forum post, 2016)
Reading and writing as a contemplative practice date back to ancient times.
Daniel P. Barbezat and Mirabai Bush introduce contemplative approaches to reading and writing, tracing back the “sacred roots of reading” to “all traditions with
written scriptures” (2014, p. 111). The authors share that approaching academic
reading assignments in a contemplative mode supports students in slowing down
and truly become immersed in the text (p. 113). In the case of this course, reading
the passage next to the vernacular Florentine of Dante’s allowed the resonance of
the language to deliver a layer of meaning that goes beyond the literal one. Dorothe
Bach and John Alexander, in their article “Contemplative Approaches to Reading
and Writing: Cultivating Choice, Connectedness, and Wholeheartedness in the
Critical Humanities” (2015), write about using reading and writing as “a means to
help students connect to their minds as objects of contemplation, experience alternative ways of being and relating, and consider how they make meaning from experience” (p. 17). The authors insist on the importance of cultivating choice for the
readers/students to write with a more sensory focus (p. 25) and how finding joy in
reading results in better learning skills (p. 17). I would add that the pure resonance
of reading out loud creates a vibration in the listener that supports the embodiment of learning, and connection between bodies in the classroom. In the forum,
one student wrote, “I’ve felt incredibly aware and in tune with myself as a result
of hearing one of the Cantos read aloud”; and another, “At moments when I tried
focusing solely on the sound aspect, I felt a type of vibrational connection within
me. I felt as if I was being connected with the class by one voice and one origin.”
Final Projects
I wanted to bring all these elements together in the students’ final projects: contemplation, analysis and understanding of the poem, embodiment of learning, creative expression, listening, awareness of self and others, and teamwork/intrapersonal connection. I organized students into six groups of five people, and gave
them some parameters: projects should include a specific teaching from Paradise;
they could be made of multiple media; they should allow each person in the group
to contribute equally with their own vision and specific interests; they could be
presented in any style, from a traditional lecture, all the way to an art installation;
and they should not exceed fifteen minutes in length.
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I made the decision of which students would work together. At the beginning
of the course, I had asked the students to fill in a questionnaire in which I asked
them questions such as: What is your major? What is your passion? What are
you very good at? After studying the answers, I created the groups. I wanted the
groups to be as varied as possible, so that an effort had to be made to communicate, to bridge differences, and to listen to each other. The five projects included
one live performance installation; three short films, one of which included an
art collage; an interactive performance; and a “pasta primavera” with ingredients
corresponding to planetary qualities and colors. All the groups succeeded in creating a conversation around their interpretation of the text. Some pieces were
soothing, some provoking, others jarring. Feedback came in two ways: a group discussion right after each presentation, and a personal reflection that each student
submitted as their final paper.
Overall, despite many students first feeling challenged by working in groups,
they expressed in their final papers that they enjoyed having the opportunity to
work creatively in a team. Most of the times, students are asked to write a final
paper rather than being asked to get to know each other. Oftentimes students
who are in the same course barely know each other by the end of the semester
or quarter. Contemplative practices such as the ones we shared helped bridging
distances and differences, and were a good preparation for teamwork and respectful dialogue.
OUTCOMES

In this section, I would like to let the students’ voices highlight some of the outcomes of the course. These quotes were taken from their unpublished forum
entries, mid-terms, and final papers.
The impact of contemplative practices carried over to how students learned
about themselves:
The teaching of Paradise as a contemplative work was so different
from any other course I have taken, because I was forced to center
my thoughts and questions on myself, and on my personal spiritual
journey and beliefs, rather than what I thought a professor would
want or expect to hear.
Students appreciated being offered a variety of learning approaches, and having access to “spiritual forms of knowledge” that involved self-exploration as part
of the course goals:
This comprehensive approach to education does not just meet
the expectations of traditional academia, it also meets many other
learning needs that conventional academia abysmally fails to ad-
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dress. Such needs include: the necessity of leaving room to make
mistakes in order to foster greater creativity; the necessity of valuing spiritual and other forms of knowledge as equal to empirical
knowledge; and the necessity of expressing ideas and engaging in
textual criticism through media beyond the tightly prescribed written prose and dialectics of the academy.
The impact of contemplative practices carried over to how students learned
in other courses:
In fact, the contemplative approach to Paradise really affected my
approach to other areas of learning in my life. In particular, it has
helped me engage with mathematics on a more spiritual level,
and as a result, it has helped to increase both my enjoyment and
understanding of that particular subject. In fact, if I ever become
a high school teacher or earn my Ph.D. and become a professor,
I will strive bring what I have learned of contemplative learning
to that arena of teaching, something that analytic subjects rarely
if ever enjoy.
The sound-related practices facilitated students’ problem solving:
The sound based contemplative practices are quite unlike anything
I’ve done before. As someone new to the world of meditation in
general, our soundscapes have been quite an interesting experience for me. Listening to the cascade of sounds created by our
class is like experiencing a minor force of nature. I am not a person
who generally experiences much anxiety in my day to day life, but
when l partake in these meditations I experience a deep sense of
calmness unlike anything that I find anywhere else. One of the most
poignant things that has happened during a meditation happened
the second class. I had been working on a difficult group theory
proof for a math class that I’m in, and I had not been making much
progress on it. It had been on my mind before class, but during
the meditation I had set it aside and forgotten about it. When we
took out the blue books after the soundscape, I instantly, without
thinking about what I was doing, wrote down the solution. So that
was pretty cool.
One of the students spoke about the transformation that had happened from
the beginning of class:
I remember that the first day of class we were walking around,
making eye contact, saying hello, shaking hands, and we were all
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palpably awkward about it. Watching the video [of a group project]
I could see, and remember from my own experiences in recent
classes, that we have all settled into connecting in these ways. We
no longer feel awkward touching each other’s souls in this way;
instead we open ourselves and connect freely. I am grateful that I
was able to have this experience with this group of people. I feel
that I have gained a great understanding of myself along the way, as
well as a greater connection with the people around me. To me,
this is paradise.
Midterms and finals can be a source of stress for students, and for faculty
alike when faced with hours of grading papers, especially when students write
them under pressure. Allowing students to work on group projects based on
contemplative methods as part of their final project has proven to be a very good
motivator for them to do good work, have fun with it and, therefore, learn better.
For the faculty, it’s less stress too, because the projects are performed in class,
and the papers reflect on the student’s participation rather than a set of facts they
memorized for us. In the words of a student:
The process was effortless. My teammates were focused and efficient and respectful, and we completed our project with no stress
and few disagreements, which we solved quickly and smoothly. It
was the most harmonious group project I have ever been a part of.
It boosted my confidence in the abilities of humans to work together toward a common goal in a peaceful and effective way.
CONCLUSIONS

Teaching a course based on contemplative pedagogy is, at the same time, easier
and harder for the professor. It is easier because the material becomes alive and
pertinent to one’s life and the life of students. Emotions are explored, and creativity is supported. Overall, listening, improvising, drawing, and creative writing
make classes more enjoyable. It is harder because the professor has to be involved
in these same practices. We cannot hide our emotions, beliefs, assumptions, and
quirks behind the material. We cannot speak using an author’s voice only; our
voice has to emerge. In other words, we teach by doing, and at an even deeper
level, by being: being vulnerable, open to lead and follow, willing to change, both
an expert and a participant.
As with all classes, we hit some bumps here and there. Differences came up,
and we all wanted to hold on to the specific traits of our personalities. It is difficult
to accept the failures of our own belief system and to acknowledge biases that we
may have towards ourselves and others. However, by moving past judgment, we
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could create an environment in which we did not need to agree with each other
to support each other; we did not need to permanently change our point of view
in order to be able to see from another’s. Students and I allowed for the possibility
to change and grow together, fully committed and engaged in taking this contemplative journey. In the words of a student:
Inside the classroom, the academic environment was truly unique.
Right away it was clear that this course would require students to
suspend social anxiety in order to fully give themselves over to the
experiential aspect of the class. I came to cherish the exercises in
which the entire group would be wholly invested in following the
directions to create a joint experience. The classroom became a
safe space.
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As contemplative pedagogy on higher education campuses grows, so does interest in supporting additional faculty in using contemplative practices. At our small, liberal arts teaching
university in the southeast USA, our faculty contemplative learning circle has steadily widened and worked to integrate mindfulness and other practices into our campus activities.
We became interested in how contemplative practices are already happening in our classrooms without being named as such, and if finding out about them might elucidate opportunities to support faculty in deepening and expanding current efforts.This paper presents
the findings from an interview study with 35 faculty members not formally participating in
faculty activities involving contemplative pedagogy. Faculty spontaneously mentioned some
activities that may be considered contemplative in their descriptions of effective teaching
strategies, such as class discussions, experiential activities, and journaling. Among a provided list of contemplative activities, the most frequently used were discussions/debates,
journaling/reflective writing, and beholding, though the ways in which faculty implemented
the activities varied. Faculty offered many examples of activities that could be considered
contemplative or introspective, and the ways they used the activities differed by discipline.
When asked directly, 18 participants reported that they used contemplative practices or
pedagogy in some way, nine reported that they were uncertain about the definition and/
or whether they used them, and eight responded that they do not use them. Many faculty
members also indicated interest in learning more about how to incorporate contemplative
practices in teaching, suggesting an opportunity for enhanced faculty development efforts.

L

argely due to fellowships, conferences, retreats, and educator sessions organized by the Association for Contemplative Mind in Higher Education (ACMHE) of the Center for Contemplative Mind in Society (CMind), faculty from
institutions across the USA and in other countries have deepened their use of contemplative pedagogy (Zajonc, 2013). A survey from the first 10 years of CMind’s fellows program suggests that the number of faculty who use contemplative pedagogy
and its acceptance on campuses are growing, which is concomitant to the finding
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that communities of support are important for faculty success (Craig, 2011). In
addition, the number of contemplative studies degree programs, concentrations,
and centers for contemplative teaching and learning has increased over the past
decade (Zajonc, 2013).
Somewhat organically, higher education faculty are weaving contemplative practices into their teaching, pedagogy, and curricula (DuFon & Christiansen,
2013) in an effort to counter the emphasis on third-person and objective knowledge common in 19th and 20th century classrooms (Coburn, 2013). Thomas Coburn, director emeritus of Naropa University, argues that the realization among
educators of the importance of students cultivating an ability to look inward has
stimulated the contemplative education movement in America today. First-person
inquiry is a key element of critical thinking and the values of liberal arts education
(Sable, 2014). According to Burggraf and Grossenbacher (2007), “Due to their
inward focus, contemplative pedagogical methods can enrich and complement the
disciplinary modes of inquiry already used in the liberal arts by enhancing the
learner’s personal connection with the subject matter” (p.1). Further, as Arthur
Zajonc states, liberal arts classrooms adopting contemplative methods can help
students develop a “comprehensive and deep understanding of self and world”
(Zajonc, 2013, p.91).
Zajonc (2013) describes contemplative pedagogy as “a wide range of educational methods that support the development of student attention, emotional
balance, empathetic connection, compassion, and altruistic behavior, while also
providing new pedagogical techniques that support creativity and the learning of
course content” (p.83). Accordingly, contemplative practices are activities that
“cultivate a critical, first-person focus, sometimes with direct experience as the
object, while at other times concentrating on complex ideas or situations. Incorporated into daily life, they act as a reminder to connect to what we find most
meaningful” (CMind, 2015a). For the purpose of the present study, contemplative
practices are activities employed with the intention of assisting students to look
inward and contemplate their personal experiences when relating to ideas, situations, and the meaning of course material. Barbezat and Bush (2014) describe
several such examples, including a social work professor employing a compassion
and resilience exercise to help foster empathy for clients, a chemistry professor
using a beholding exercise to help students contemplate their own impressions
of electron wave functions, and an economics professor inviting students to reflect on personal experiences with gains and losses before leading a discussion
on standard definitions of abstract models. Contemplative classroom practices
clearly vary widely in terms of the activities they involve as well as in their goals,
relationship to course content, and frequency of use.
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Research provides evidence of the beneficial impact of contemplative
practices on students. For example, studies suggest that students exposed to
contemplative classroom practices have a greater connection to course material,
fellow classmates, and instructors (Bagshaw, 2014); can better manage emotional
stress (Bamber & Schneider, 2015), and maintain stronger focus on course material (Rambsurg & Youmans, 2014). Similarly, the incorporation of mindfulness-based
techniques into classes improved professional practices among students in social
work (Hick & Furlotte, 2009; Thomas, 2017), teacher preparation (Roeser, Skinner, Beers, & Jennings, 2012), sociology (Song & Muschert, 2014) and medical
(Dobkin & Hutchinson, 2013) programs.
Buoyed by the potential of contemplative pedagogy, at the current authors’
public liberal arts institution, the University of North Carolina Asheville, we developed a learning circle on contemplative pedagogy for faculty and staff in 2010.
A biweekly gathering including both meditation and discussion, membership in the
learning circle has grown since its inception, as have the activities we introduce
in our classrooms and other settings with students. Circle members have contributed to biannual faculty trainings on reflection in critical thinking, the focus of
our campus’s Quality Enhancement Plan (QEP). We also have offered workshops
on different aspects of contemplative pedagogy through the Center for Teaching
and Learning (CTL). For four years, we have organized A Mindful Campus, an
annual 2-day event open to individuals from our campus, community members,
and others across the USA. In 2014, we began offering a one credit-hour course,
team-taught by four faculty members, on the Art & Science of Meditation, which we
offer every spring. Recently, our faculty senate approved an interdisciplinary cluster in contemplative studies, which will support students in taking a set of courses
threaded together with explicit teachings and practices that cultivate contemplation and introspection.
While our core group at University of North Carolina Asheville is growing
to include more faculty, we are interested in introducing contemplative pedagogy to a range of colleagues. Encouraging such an interest can be challenging because of the wariness around pedagogies that are seen as “new” or “required” in
academia (Hodges, 2006). Certainly, as Zajonc (2013) points out, contemplative
pedagogy is not an “add-on” and should not be perceived as one. The interest
in recruiting newcomers to contemplative pedagogy is further complicated by
concerns about the extent to which an instructor must have a personal practice in order to engage students in contemplative activities. In their introductory
text, Barbezat and Bush (2014) assert that a personal practice is necessary for
understanding what students are experiencing and for leading them through the
processes of self-discovery. Charles Burack of John F. Kennedy University (2014)
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recommends that instructors with less experience with a personal practice lead
simple contemplative exercises that they understand and value. A personal practice often refers to a meditation practice, however, contemplative practices may
involve any of a range of activities as referred to earlier in this section and in the
CMind Tree of Contemplative Practices (CMind 2015b). Burack also recommends
that instructors “genuinely value the contemplative growth and holistic transformation of their students” (pp.45-46), which we believe is desired by the majority
of faculty at our small, teaching-focused university.
In several informal conversations about teaching with faculty members
who are not part of the contemplative learning circle, one of the paper co-authors
(Batada) has listened as colleagues describe contemplative practices among their
effective teaching strategies; however, they do not call the activities, or perhaps
know to call them, contemplative practices. For example, one colleague in the
Health and Wellness Department starts an Active Learning course each semester
with students keeping a journal of how they are feeling physically, emotionally, and
mentally, while in various states of activity or exercise. They then discuss what
they wrote about in class and share insights. Another colleague, in the Education
Department, teaches about diverse learning through a series of activities that
invite students to remember and examine their own experiences of difference
—along class, race/ethnicity, and other lines—in their K-12 education. These descriptions prompted us to consider whether contemplative practices are already
happening in our classrooms without being named as such, and if finding out about
them might elucidate opportunities to support faculty in deepening and expanding
current efforts.
As such, the research questions of the current study were:
1. What contemplative practices, if any, do faculty members mention when describing their effective teaching strategies?
2. With what frequency and in what ways do faculty members
report using teaching strategies that may be considered contemplative practices?
3. What does “contemplative pedagogy or practices” mean to faculty and do they believe that they use them?
Our investigation focused on the use of contemplative practices by instructors who would not likely define themselves or their teaching styles as especially
“contemplative.” Their decision to incorporate contemplative teaching activities
in classes may have been more serendipitous than deliberate. This leads to an important question: Must faculty be intentional in their use of, and commitment to,
contemplative teaching strategies if they are to have an impact on students?
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METHODS

To determine faculty use of contemplative practices, this study utilized a cross-sectional design and semi-structured interviews of faculty members at University of
North Carolina Asheville. The study protocol was approved by the Institutional
Review Board (IRB) and the interview guide was piloted in December 2016. After obtaining a list of currently employed faculty members, the research team
excluded anyone who did not have a full-time appointment, was on professional
or personal leave during the data collection period, and/or had been involved in
the on-campus faculty contemplative learning circle or related workshops. A total of 40 faculty members were randomly selected from the full list of 213 names
(18.8%), with approximately equal numbers across the three divisions (humanities,
natural sciences, and social sciences), and contacted for interviews during the
spring semester of 2016. The director of the CTL, also a study researcher and
interviewer (Himelein), sent out an e-mail invitation requesting participation; if
willing to be interviewed, faculty could indicate their availability using an online
form. After the initial interviews were complete, up to three additional email messages were sent to faculty members who did not respond. Final response rates
varied from 78.5% among natural sciences faculty to 92.3% among humanities and
social sciences faculty. Interviews took place in the offices of the interviewees and
spanned the period from February to July 2016. During the spring semester, the
student researcher (Chichester) conducted interviews, and in the summer, two of
the faculty (Batada and Himelein) conducted interviews.
Faculty members who agreed to participate in interviews met with one of
the researchers for 30-60 minutes and received a $5 gift card to an on-campus or
local coffee shop. The interview was scripted and semi-structured, consisting of
four main sections designed to provide opportunities for participants to mention
contemplative teaching strategies and practices voluntarily, prior to being asked
about them specifically. The first section included open-ended questions about
the faculty member’s most frequently taught courses, the core concepts in those
courses, and the teaching strategies the faculty member found most useful in instruction of the core concepts. Analysis of responses to this first section included
a summary and identification of concepts and strategies that may be considered
contemplative.
The second section included closed-ended questions about the frequency
with which participants used specific contemplative practices, though not named
as such, in their courses. The list of contemplative practices was developed from
existing inventories and examples, including Barbezat and Bush’s guide for instructors (2014), the Tree of Contemplative Practices (CMind, 2015b), and other approaches used in studies found in the literature review. We intentionally kept the
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number and types of practices as broad as possible, with the goal of capturing a
representation of relevant activities. The frequency options ranged from: never,
1-2 times/semester, 1-2 times/month, to 1 or more times a week. Participants
were also asked for more information or examples about how they used the
strategies in order for researchers to determine whether there was a contemplative aspect. The third section included two questions: the first asked whether the
faculty member used contemplative pedagogy, and the second, what the faculty
member thought of when someone says “contemplative pedagogy or contemplative practices.” These questions were purposely placed after the other questions
so as not to reveal the intent of the study prior to inquiring about their practices.
The fourth and final section of the interview included demographic-type questions, including years of college-level teaching, years at the current institution, age
range, self-identified gender, and self-identified race/ethnicity.
We categorized information and tabulated frequencies in order to conduct bivariate analyses exploring the relationship between the number of contemplative practices used (from the list) and participants’ self-reported use contemplative pedagogy or practices (categorized from the open-ended question). We
also conducted inductive analyses from responses to open-ended questions, and
include in the paper several illustrative quotes. The results are presented using
gender-neutral pronouns and refer to division affiliations (rather than department
affiliations) in order to maintain as much anonymity of participants as possible.
RESULTS

Sample Characteristics
A total of 35 faculty participated in interviews. Twenty-two participants (62.9%)
identified as male and all but two participants were between the ages of 31 years
and 64 years; one was younger than 31 and one was older than 64. Thirty-one
participants (88.6%) identified as Caucasian/White and three of them specified
another race (American Indian) or an ethnicity (Cuban, Hispanic). Two participants identified as African American and two participants identified as Asian/Asian
American. The number of years participants had been teaching at the college level
ranged from two years to 43 years (average of 18.6 years) and the years they had
been teaching at the current institution ranged from one year to 39 years (average
of 14.1 years).   
Disciplines & Courses
Twelve of the participants were primarily humanities faculty, 12 were social sciences faculty, and 11 were natural sciences faculty. Twenty-one departments were
represented, with between one and three participants from each. As is custom-
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ary at UNC Asheville, participants reported regularly teaching a wide range of
courses both within their own departments and across campus (such as humanities courses and introductory and capstone colloquia). Twenty-two participants
(62.9%) reported regularly teaching an introductory course and 13 (37.1%) reported regularly teaching a capstone course either in or outside their departments.
Course Concepts
We asked participants to share the core concepts in the three courses they most
frequently teach. In general, the core concepts mentioned by participants aligned
with the titles of their courses. While many faculty members discussed discipline-specific knowledge students should learn as part of their courses—some so
they may pursue higher levels of study—several faculty also discussed skills and attitudes that were important to the course and discipline. Some faculty emphasized
an attitude or orientation that was important. For example, a faculty member
in humanities department emphasized a desire for students to understand how
history is told (by whom and from what perspective) rather than learning names,
dates, and a simplified description of events that took place in the past.
When asked about other concepts or skills they considered important in
their courses, almost half of the participants mentioned a life skill, such as how to
search for a job or implement effective time-management. Others discussed personal skills, such as resiliency and self-sufficiency. Also frequently mentioned were
concepts around diversity and inclusion, communication skills, critical thinking,
applications of course material to other areas, and civic engagement. Other concepts that participants mentioned, many of which may be considered outcomes
of contemplative practices, included: love/passion for content/profession, noticing/
seeing, holding/sitting with discomfort, belonging, and creativity.
Teaching Strategies
When asked to describe the teaching strategies they find to be effective in assisting students to grasp course concepts, faculty respondents mentioned a wide
range. After grouping together similar strategies, the most frequently-mentioned
strategy was discussion using prompts (mentioned by 19 or 54.9% of respondents).
Table 1 contains the full list of teaching strategies mentioned by respondents.

150 THE JOURNAL OF CONTEMPLATIVE INQUIRY . Vol. 4, No. 1 . 2017

Table 1. Effective Teaching Strategies Mentioned by Faculty Respondents (N=35)

Teaching Strategy

Faculty Mentioning Strategy

n

%

Discussion/Probing questions or inquiry-based prompts

19

54.9

Lecture/ PowerPoint

13

37.1

Experiential activities (role plays, simulations, etc.)
Journaling or reflective writing in class
Socratic seminars/method
Writing assignments (other, unique)

8

22.9

Outside projects or special assignments
Real-world application (anecdotes, analogies, stories,
examples)

7

20

Group activities or discussions
Lab activities
Multimedia (audio, video, documentaries)
Specific readings

6

17.1

Graphs/pictures
One-on-one dialogues
Guest speakers/visitors
Student presentations or performances

5

14.3

Flipped classroom
Quizzes
Student-driven/led topic selection

4

11.4

Innovative technology
Peer-instruction
Writing feedback

3

8.6

Hands-on activities
Maker principles (outside of art)
Problem-solving/inquiry-guided learning
Scaffolding of projects/assignments
Silent reflection (without writing)
Class critiques

2

5.7
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Copying a model
Creating comfortable classroom environment
Debates
Humor
Readings (traditional)
Repetition of ideas
Teaching how to read

1
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2.9

Although no respondents explicitly named contemplative practices among
their effective teaching strategies, some of the strategies they mentioned may be
considered contemplative.
One example of an unnamed contemplative practice described by a social
science faculty member focused on learning about the complexities of historical
periods. They invite students to “Try to put themselves in their [historical figures’]
shoes...and I’ve had students come up and tell me: ‘I’m getting very uncomfortable [with] the conclusions that this is leading me to’...which is good because they
begin to realize the complexity of the issues that these historical figures had to
deal with.” In this example, students may develop an appreciation for the content
of the course as they engage in perspective-taking and sustain contradictions.
Similarly, another humanities professor described a core pedagogical goal permeating all of their classes, which they termed “instructive discomfort. As the faculty
member explains to students on the first day of classes, the faculty member believes that “The most formative learning experiences almost always involve a profound experience of discomfort—discomfort prompted by new conversations...
by new ways of experiencing the world, seeing the world, interpreting the world,
and knowing the world.” This faculty member shared that they hope that through
questioning, prompting, and discussion, students will “examine and reexamine”
their presuppositions and assumptions about humanity.
Another interesting example of a brief contemplative activity included
chanting. A statistics faculty member has their students chant, “We accept/reject
the null hypothesis” all together after they review p-values for a particular statistical significance test. This faculty member mentioned that they thought students
better remembered the information because the chanting allowed them to slow
down and think. Though in and of itself, chanting does not involve first-person
inquiry, it may be a method for focusing on the present moment and has the potential for reflection if discussed with the class.
The majority of the teaching strategies mentioned by faculty were used to
teach concepts related to the course content rather than other concepts, though
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for many faculty these concepts seemed to overlap. This overlap was clear among
faculty members teaching visual arts and music, which are creative contemplative
practices themselves. However, beyond the contemplative arts, there were additional layers. For example, one faculty member discussed preparing students to
“become engaged, enlightened students” as “what drives” them.
Among those who did report strategies to cultivate other concepts or
skills, some reported using assignments to assist students in creating portfolios (to
build professional skills) or asking questions on tests that require students to use
knowledge from the course in a new way (to foster real-world application). A few
also discussed more deeply how they cultivate these skills or dispositions. For example, a social science faculty member discussed their hope that students would
develop a “more flexible approach to knowledge...and a sense of how diversity
matters.” This faculty member went on to describe the use of group activities to
teach about these concepts, explaining that, “there’s value in having more awareness of one’s interiority and value in that interactive capacity.”
Frequency and Ways of Using Contemplative Strategies
Participants described the frequency with which they use 12 specific contemplative
activities in their teaching. The number of participants using the strategies ranged
from 3 (mindful eating) to 33 (debates/open dialogue/free discussion) (see Figure
1). The most frequently used strategy was debates/open dialogue/free discussion,
used one or more times/week by 25 (71.4%) participants, followed by journaling/
reflective writing by 21 (60%) participants, and beholding art/objects/graphs/equations by 10 (28.6%). The ways that faculty members used the strategies varied.
Journaling and/or reflective writing appeared to be more commonly used
among humanities and social science faculty than among natural science faculty,
and in courses for upper-level or senior students more than in intro courses.
Many faculty mentioned that they provided prompts and some mentioned that
they asked for reflective writing regularly throughout the semester. One natural
scientist who reported incorporating writing in all of their classes occasionally
introduces artifacts as a type of prompt: “I ask students to reflectively write for
a set period of time on a particular object.” One humanities faculty member explained how they used journaling about life experiences, as well as free writing, to
help students develop ideas for independent projects in upper level courses.
For the participants, visualization and/or perspective taking took various
forms in the classroom. Some mentioned asking students to consider a hypothetical situation in which they imagine or visualize how they would personally interact
with the material, such as a historical event they are studying. Natural science
faculty mentioned asking students to visualize how their bodies or other entities
(like particles or muscles) move and to imagine what is going on inside of their
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Figure 1. Frequency of Using Specific Contemplative Practices by Faculty (N=35)

bodies. Some faculty members described activities in which students imagined
what something might look like, such as a quilt of colored construction paper
pieces reflecting the choices of everyone in the class.
Meditation or quiet sitting, without material or information to consider,
was used by about a fifth of participants. Several of these participants mentioned
that they take a couple of minutes at the beginning of or during class to allow
students to sit quietly or pause. Sitting in silence and noticing was more common,
with more than half reporting that they ask their students to sit in silence and notice what they are feeling about the material they are studying, including in some
cases sitting with discomfort around challenging situations and/or conditions such
as, in a couple of reports, students’ “privilege.” Several social science faculty members mentioned that they asked students to sit in silence prior to, or after, writing
or sharing their own perspectives with classmates. Some faculty mentioned asking
students to sit in silence and notice how they felt as they viewed other students’
artwork.
Beholding art, objects, graphs, or equations, prior to discussions or instruction, was used by two-thirds of the participants. Most used beholding to
invite students to focus on the content of a visual image, such as graphs, works of
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art, images/photos from historical events, with a few faculty mentioning that they
wanted students to develop skills for looking at such images. One faculty member
described beholding a piece of short writing. A social science faculty talked about
the importance of careful examination of photographs in their discipline. They
described a class assignment in which students are instructed to take pictures
that they believed contain “a human element” while on a field trip. Later, students
share their photographs in class, explaining the story they believed each picture
revealed, as well as considering how their decisions about whether to take pictures from a distance or close up changed the narrative.
Listening to music or singing was used by nearly two-thirds of participants,
the majority of whom described listening to music with a specific connection
to the course material at that time. However, some did mention using songs or
chanting to assist students in learning. For example, one faculty member used
singing and reciting poetry to help students develop their language skills.
Less than a third of participants responded that they use movement such
as walking or dancing in their classes. One faculty member mentioned using a
walking meditation, and another described their purpose in trail hikes: “I would
like them to become intrigued with nature and passionate about it. I want to ignite in students a passion to know, noticing plants instead of just walking through
the woods to get somewhere.” A few participants mentioned using movement by
asking students to enact or role-play scenarios rather than just having them sit in
their chairs and discuss the scenarios.
When asked about yoga or stretching, some participants responded that
they used stretch breaks; one modeled specific stretches. A natural science faculty
member used stretching as an instructional tool to foster better understanding
of muscles. Another faculty member, in the humanities, likened yoga to the poses
needed for performing music. A faculty member in the humanities used stretching
as an opportunity for the class to practice comprehending action verbs and parts
of the body in a different language.
Breath awareness and deep breathing were grouped together because
they often were confused with each other during the interviews. One in five participants responded that they used this strategy and most used it at the beginning
of the class or as a technique for preparing for an in-class test or presentation,
as well as a faculty member who mentioned reminding students to take some
breaths after receiving critiques of their work. Another faculty member highlighted the importance of breath awareness when playing many instruments. A natural
science faculty member has a topical unit on stress that includes the practice of
breath awareness in a lab exercise.
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Mindful eating was rarely used in participants’ classes. One natural science
faculty prepared and drank with their class a tea made from wild twigs after a hike.
While drinking the tea, which was made from a local shrub that grows on campus, the faculty member asked students to consider, “If we like it, why do we like
it and what does it remind us of?” A natural science faculty member had a more
academic purpose when they engaged students in mindful eating, without naming
it as such, during a lab on the sense of taste. The third faculty member who used
mindful eating mentioned offering chocolate to students as a means to slow things
down in class.
Over the course of these interviews, it became evident how contemplative
practices may manifest differently across divisions and disciplines. For faculty in
the humanities disciplines, particularly in the arts, contemplative practices were
mentioned as part of their intended content, strategies, and outcomes. For example, one faculty member described wanting students to “learn how to see” as
the main goal of a course. In the natural sciences, observing one’s self and the
environment was mentioned by faculty in biology and atmospheric sciences. Labs
on taste and respiration involved practices that invited students to pay attention
to their physical selves, often with and without technological aides, and labs on
weather invited students to pay attention to the sky, the sun, and the movement
of plants to gain insight about the content. In the social sciences, contemplative
activities were relational, with faculty mentioning how they encourage their students to personally reflect on how they relate to the world and how their realities
are constructed. For example, one professor invited students to reflect on their
own social locations and to look deeply in readings for praiseworthy points before
critiquing the arguments.
“Seeing” to do, to learn and understand, and to situate, came across as a
theme across our interviews. Perhaps, this “seeing” may be interpreted as first-person inquiry, a type of inquiry that is different from simply having first-hand knowledge or an opinion. In this type of seeing, contemplative practices may cultivate an
awareness of, and connection to how one’s knowledge and/or opinions arise.
Perceived Meaning and Use of Contemplative Pedagogy/Practices
Following the list of contemplative teaching strategies, we asked faculty whether
they think of themselves as using contemplative teaching strategies in the classroom and if so, how. Given the wide range of responses to this open-ended question (referred as open-ended question one), we post-coded them into two broad
categories and several sub-categories, which are presented in Table 2. Just over
half of the respondents report that they use contemplative teaching strategies.
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Table 2. Responses to Open-Ended Question One: “Would you say that you use any
contemplative practices in your classes?”

Response Category

N

Use contemplative teaching strategies when teaching

18

Employ strategies intentionally with their students

7

Aim to inspire contemplation or contemplative themes but do not
directly use practices

7

Would say “yes” based off the interview and practices described in
the list

4

Partial, unknown or no use of contemplative teaching strategies

%

51.4

17

Either uncertain whether they use contemplative teaching methods
or that they use some, but not enough to confidently say yes

5

Lacked a definition of contemplative practice

4

Did not use contemplative strategies

8

Among faculty who reported that they aim to inspire contemplation but
do not use practices, one faculty member said that they encourage students to
consider their own thought processes. Another discussed how the ideas of mindfulness, slowing down, and self-reflection were implicit in their course. In both
instances, mindfulness concepts were touched upon but no specific practice was
used. Some of the faculty further clarified that they would have ordinarily said no,
but that their answer changed when they found themselves answering yes to the
techniques from the previous section.
Among the eight faculty who reported not using contemplative strategies, several did add that they do want their students to be contemplative. For
example, as one social scientist said, despite not reporting to use contemplative
teaching strategies per se, “To me all thinking is contemplative...just the process
of considering the instructor’s question and trying to generate a reasonably comprehensible answer is contemplative.”
The faculty members who described themselves as purposefully using contemplative strategies also utilized the highest number of the practices included
in the list (see Figure 2). The average number of practices used decreased in an

48.6
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expected, incremental pattern from group to group with those who reported not
using contemplative practices averaging the least number of practices (roughly
33%). The only deviation from this pattern was the group of four faculty members
who did not have a definition for contemplative practices. This group, on average,
used seven of the 12 techniques mentioned in the list despite lacking a working
definition of contemplative practices. Overall, there was a significant mean difference of average number of reported practices between groups (F [5, 29]= 2.66,
p= 0.042), which suggests that there is an association between faculty members’
beliefs as to whether or not they use contemplative practices and the number of
strategies that they report employing in the classroom.
Participants also were asked what they think about when someone mentions contemplative practices or contemplative pedagogy. Responses ranged from
mentioning yoga, meditation, or reflective thought, to specific disciplines such as
sociology or the humanities. Whether or not participants reported that they used
contemplative practices in the classroom (the previous question) was not related
to the descriptions of their responses when asked what comes to mind when
contemplative practices are mentioned.

Figure 2. Average Number of Reported Practices as a Function of Faculty Responses to
Open Ended Question One
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An Unexpected Finding
An unexpected finding that emerged from our interviews was that of receptivity to
contemplative practices. Although not our intent, many respondents mentioned
during or at the end of the interviews that they were interested in learning more
about or experimenting with contemplative pedagogy. In response to questions
about use of specific practices, participants frequently responded, “I have thought
about it,” or “That could work.” Some also commented that they had previously
used practices on the list, and that the interview motivated them to revisit those
techniques. Several faculty members also indicated that they were aware of the
group on campus that is engaged in contemplative pedagogy, and some volunteered that they would be interested in attending it or related activities. At the
same time, a few expressed concern about potential expectations to learn about
or adopt new pedagogies, contemplative or otherwise.
DISCUSSION

This research project explored the use of classroom contemplative practices by
faculty with no or limited involvement in contemplative pedagogy activities at
our small, public liberal arts college. We believe the implications and potential
strategies for our campus may also apply to other campuses, taking context into
consideration.
The study revealed overlap between the content and other concepts (academic, professional and interpersonal) that faculty members wished for students
to gain in their courses and the benefits/outcomes of contemplative pedagogy.
Course content that focused on the arts, such as drawing what one sees or observing the breath in jazz improvisation, aligned with contemplative concepts of
awareness and noticing. Awareness was also an element in the labs mentioned
by natural sciences faculty, which—though they didn’t express it this way—was
intended to assist students in developing insight about how the body or environment “works.”
In terms of other (non-core) concepts that faculty respondents wanted
their students to learn/gain, several aligned with those cultivated by contemplative practices, such as communication skills, life skills, critical thinking, working
with diversity and inclusion, love/passion for a profession, sitting with discomfort,
belonging, and creativity. Interestingly, most respondents could not provide examples of how these skills and dispositions are cultivated in the classroom. An
implication of this finding is the potential for helping faculty who are not explicitly
using contemplative pedagogy to see how their hopes for their students align with
contemplative pedagogy. This approach may provide an opening for sharing specific practices that build content and non-content skills already valued by faculty.
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Among the many effective teaching strategies mentioned by faculty, many
could be considered contemplative, including inquiry-guided learning and discussion, experiential activities, journal/reflective writing, lab activities, study of
graphs/pictures, and silent reflection. Further, all of the specific contemplative
activities asked about in this study were used by at least three respondents, and
over half reported using six of the activities at least once or twice a semester.
Given the format of the interviews, which did not allow time for deeper discussion or provide definitions for the activities on the list, it is unclear the extent to
which faculty process the activities with students (i.e., what they are experiencing
physically, emotionally, mentally and what they might learn from it), which would
make an activity (more) contemplative.
The question of to what degree instructors take time for deeper discussion of the practice is critical. Given that the roots of contemplative practices are
awareness and connectedness (CMind, 2015b), assisting students to process the
experiences in the classroom is important for realizing the potential of the contemplative practice, in the moment and likely in the future. Many of the faculty in the
study discussed their desire for students to cultivate lifelong professional and life
skills. For students, developing awareness of how contemplative practices—such
as observing or beholding, engaging with what is happening in the moment, and
reflecting, among others—may provide them with a way to connect more deeply
with course material, themselves, and each other is necessary for such skill development. The explicit nature of this type of processing with students is what distinguishes courses in our institution’s newly approved interdisciplinary certificate in
contemplative studies from other courses that may use contemplative practices.
The momentary impact of a classroom reflective writing assignment or visualization activity on students may be similar regardless of whether an instructor
introduces the experience as a distinctly contemplative exercise or not. However,
as with any teaching activity, discussion of the purpose, goals, and likely outcomes
of an exercise makes the experience more meaningful for students. In the case of
contemplative practices, students might profit more deeply from greater understanding of the experience, perhaps leading to recognition of potential benefit in
other areas of their lives.
Consider an analogy from the literature on teaching critical thinking skills.
In a recent review of research on the impact of critical thinking (CT) instruction,
Tiruneh, Verburgh, and Elen (2014) found that CT instructional approaches that
explicitly address CT language and principles (as opposed to assuming students with
gain CT skills more implicitly) are most effective in enhancing students’ CT abilities.
Similarly, direct teaching strategies, in which CT principles and procedures are deliberately explained through a variety of instructional methods, outperform implicit
teaching strategies, in which instruction involves no explicit focus on CT develop-
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ment. If our hope is for contemplative pedagogy not only to deepen student learning of the content at hand, but also to generalize beyond the classroom, intentional
emphasis of the “what” and “why” of contemplative practices seems critical.
The findings also may suggest an opportunity to work with faculty to incorporate more contemplation into the teaching strategies with which they are
comfortable. In his article on Reason in Service of the Heart, David Sable (2014)
describes a set of contemplative activities that at first glance seems to include
many of these (e.g. directing attention to an image, journaling, and dialogues),
used in a combination that, in his experience, “enabled undergraduates to reflect
on their thinking processes to become more aware of their own mental habits
and how they form; inquire with open-minded curiosity, including suspension
of assumptions long enough for them to be challenged; and generate justifiable,
contextual understandings and judgments, individually and in collaboration” (p.
2). Most faculty members, including those at our institution, would be overjoyed
with these outcomes.
Given that many of the faculty respondents already engage students in activities that could be developed as contemplative practices, and that many of the
respondents demonstrated receptivity to contemplative pedagogy, it is encouraging to consider how contemplative pedagogy may continue to grow on our campus. Helping faculty to see how the personal practices in which they are already
engaged, such as art, music, observing weather patterns, hiking, origami, reading,
and studying, can be cultivated and expanded through our learning circle or individually, would be an important first step. As David Kahane (2013) reflects, “As I
learn to bring contemplation more fully into my own life, and my own in teaching,
I gain a sense of what it means to be authentic in my role as teacher, and to hold
this seat with the authority of someone who is not hiding from himself” (p.59).
A next phase may be approaching faculty by discipline, department, or individually to provide opportunities for coaching on ways to enhance their existing
effective strategies with more opportunities to guide contemplation and introspection. Numerous examples and resources are available to assist with bringing
contemplative pedagogy to specific disciplines. As a few examples: Charles Burack
(2014) describes how four faculty members in the psychology department at JFK
University collaborated to bring contemplative pedagogy to their students; David
Borker (2013) explains how contemplative practices can be used in economics, to
teach about grasping abstract concepts, seeing beyond obvious economic consequences, and finding one’s own ethical economic framework; and Ed Sarath (2003)
describes a contemplative program and curriculum in jazz composition. A fellows
program on one campus, similar to CMind’s decade-long program, or a mentoring
program in contemplative pedagogy may also provide faculty new to this pedagogy
with support tailored to their content and styles.
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This research project had several strengths and limitations. One strength
may be that ours is a small campus and consequently our connections may have
helped us gain closer access to and trust from participants. We also had on our
team faculty members of varied experience with contemplative pedagogy and disciplines, and one current student (Chichester), providing multiple perspectives in
developing the protocol and interview guide. However, because three of us conducted interviews, we likely engaged with participants differently based on our
experience and roles, which may have influenced the level of detail and/or type of
information shared by the respondents. Interviews with the student researcher
took on average about 10-15 minutes less time than those with the faculty interviewers (which also included collegial “catching up”). The student researcher
also conducted interviews earlier, with possibly more receptive faculty members,
during the academic semester. The faculty researchers conducted interviews after
the semester, during summer months, with faculty who didn’t respond earlier.
The order of the questions on the interview guide was planned with the
purpose of not revealing the intent or topic of the study until the end, so that
researchers could look for contemplative practices within what faculty members
mentioned was effective for them. This approach worked well in principle. However, some participants may have surmised the focus of the research simply because of knowing the interests of research team members, which may have then
affected their responses to subsequent interview questions. Another limitation
of the guide was that we did not ask about whether the respondents had some
type of a personal practice in contemplation, which might have provided us with
additional insight when considering the results.
To our knowledge, this is the first study of the use of contemplative teaching strategies from the perspective of faculty members not already involved in
contemplative pedagogy activities. Given that this study focused on a small, teaching-focused public liberal arts campus, similar research at other types and sizes
of institutions may yield different results. The differences may indeed be very
interesting. For example, perhaps colleges with smaller average class sizes may be
more conducive, or perceived as such, for conducting contemplative and related
activities, such as sharing reflections, going outside, or sitting in a circle.
The current findings that many faculty already engage in activities that
could be considered contemplative, with some room for deepening the guidance
and processing, and that several were receptive to what contemplative pedagogy can contribute to their courses, were extremely encouraging. Now that the
“innovators” and “early adopters” of contemplative pedagogy’s diffusion (Rogers,
2007) have planted the seeds on many of our campuses, it is time for us to consider ways to engage and support the next groups of faculty, who will renew what
Palmer and Zajonc (2010) call the “heart of higher education.”   
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Correspondence: Sitting and Reading as
Two Routes to Community
Donald McCown		
West Chester University 		
of Pennsylvania		

Josie Billington		
University of Liverpool

This epistolary dialogue between teachers involved with different, but complementary,
contemplative practices—mindfulness-based group programs and reading groups (in
which people come together to read literary poems or stories)—explores how such
practices build community and imbue participants with the potential to act in caring and
just ways in other contexts. Through narratives of group experiences and presentations
of physiological and neurophysiological evidence, the two correspondents delineate three
pedagogical strategies to achieve the desired ends: (1) looking beyond individualism, (2)
attending to intensity, and (3) living with the text. Number one notes that students come
to a group with expectations for individual progress and satisfaction, which, paradoxically,
are most available within and because the atmosphere of group setting holds, supports,
and offers each participant opportunities in which each can be fully with and in their
experience, or, to put it another way, to touch the “really real.” Number two notes that
the more often the group touches the really real, there is formed a more emotionally
open human community, to which students belong, and together may move more towards
justice and caring. Number three, living with the text, suggests the routes toward such
community, which are essential to the contemplative dimension of academic teaching:
profound spoken dialogue arising from meditation practice may become unique texts
for the group, and literary texts read aloud and responded to also serve to intensify the
atmosphere of the moment and quicken an ethical way of knowing that may become
available later, in other communities.

INTRODUCTION

T

he following exchange of letters was prompted by an enthusiastic email
from the first author (Don) on the recently released book Is Literature
Healthy? (2016) by the second author (Josie). Don had been seeking new
ways to think and talk about the unique communities that are co-created within
such programs but, ironically, have been obscured by the individualism and reductionism inherent in the science that has powered the widespread acceptance
of mindfulness (McCown, 2013, 2016a, 2016b; McCown, Reibel, & Micozzi, 2010,
2016). Josie’s book and email response that detailed the “atmosphere” of reading
groups offered new possibilities—a dazzling congruence with the atmosphere developed in mindfulness groups, and intimations of how reading aloud and practicing mindfulness were paths to building community.
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The two new friends agreed that they should continue their correspondence
in a (slightly) more formal mode, through letters aimed at exploration—rather
than a paper aimed at integration—of their observations and ideas. In the exchange that follows, they share perspectives on three areas of connection: the
uses of a text, the creation of an atmosphere, and the instilling of potentials for
community. The texts in shared reading are easy to locate. The idea of texts in
mindfulness groups may seem at first to be a contradiction, but with a second
look, they reveal their importance. Atmosphere is where this project started:
both correspondents use the term, but came to it through different routes. The
last idea, of potentials, is a shared question: how do participants’ experiences
of being together carry forward beyond their groups? Here is a crucial inquiry,
because any means of developing and sustaining community deserve deep consideration in our current global political and social environment.
* * *
THE USE OF A TEXT

Dear Josie,
When I read your book, I felt you were taking me by the hand and showing me all
that I care about in my work with the mindfulness-based interventions (MBIs), yet
with a view and a voice that made them even more strange and wonderful. The
pedagogy of the MBIs does not rely on reading, yet one important thing we have
in common, it seems to me, is the use of texts. I hope that I am not doing violence
to the word when I assert this.
MBIs are centered on teaching and learning mindfulness, defined by Jon Kabat-Zinn’s formulation, “paying attention in a particular way: on purpose, in the
present moment, and non-judgmentally” (1994, p. 4). In the classroom, in formal
meditation practice, and all other activity, this becomes a motion of the mind—
to be with and in the experience of moment, whether pleasant, unpleasant, or
neutral. Not an easy thing! The pedagogy takes this to heart, by offering guided
practices of up to 45 minutes (therefore, much of the class is spent in silence) and
then engaging in dialogue about the experience. While such dialogue is entirely
voluntary, a key activity in the class is “inquiry,” in which the teacher assists a
participant in exploring his or her experience. Such conversations are not simply
for the individual participant; rather, much that is said may affect every one in the
room (McCown et al., 2010; Crane et al., 2014; Santorelli, 2016).
Here’s a simple example from my teaching. The class has completed a body
scan, paying attention to experiences of sensations in a guided tour, as it were,
from head to toes. I ask the class an open question, “How was this for you?”
There is silence, which is cool with me. At last, a middle-aged man across the cir-
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cle from me says, “I feel more connected somehow.” With genuine curiosity, I ask,
“More connected to what?” Quickly he replies, “More connected to myself, and
my family, and other people.” Then a long pause, which is also cool. “But mostly
to myself,” he says slowly. “That’s what’s really different.” Maybe he has noticed a
subtle shift, or perhaps he’s found out something dizzyingly new.
Something happened, and the whole class was there. The other participants
were quiet, alert, and engaged in their own reflections and, possibly, their own
recognitions and insights. This was a “mindful” moment, a turning towards and
being with/in the experience of the moment. It’s a “text” for the class—a new
thought, articulated and shared. It was generated within the community of participants, who possess it as shared memory, and also have their own interpretations
and related experiences. They may speak to the class of what they’ve noticed, as
sometimes happens, or they may remain silent, as is more common. Through two
decades of attending to the speech and silence of mindfulness groups, I’ve come
to see the varied ways in which even the simplest of texts can resonate with participants.
An inquiry dialogue is often an opportunity for the two interlocutors and
all of those listening and thinking along to discover something—to recognize and
loosen patterns of reactivity, habits of thinking, and even static concepts of self.
Affect, ambiguity, and a sense of searching and yearning create a situation with a
depth that is, well, literary. Consider this exchange, taken from the introductory
session of an MBSR course (McCown, 2016):
“What brings me here is my panic disorder…Oh, my name is Jessica…sorry,” says a young woman. “My therapist thinks that this
course can help me not react so big and fast. I start to get anxious,
and I don’t like the feelings I get…they scare me…and so I need to
take something, or call my Mom or my boyfriend, before I end up
in a panic.”
“That doesn’t sound like the easiest way to be,” the teacher
ventures.
“It’s tiring…for everyone,” she says.
“How is it with you right now?” the teacher asks. “Is there
anxiety here?”
“Yeah, a bit.”
“Would you be willing to explore it, just a little, in a mindful
way? Maybe there’s a way to be with it that’s different than what
you’ve been doing. You’re in charge, so you can stop any time, OK?”
“OK,” says Jessica.
To the group, the teacher says, “While Jessica and I explore her
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experience, maybe you can find a way—not to watch, exactly, yet
to be connected to your own experience. I suspect that quite a few
of you may be interested in ways to be with anxiety. Yes?” Hands
sprout around the circle. Jessica looks around, maybe settling a little
more in her chair.
“So, Jessica, are you still noticing some anxiety?” the teacher
asks.
“Some, yeah,” she says quietly.
The teacher asks, also quietly, “If you bring attention to your
body right now, can you feel where that anxiety is showing up? Just
take your time and feel into it…”
Quickly she answers, “In my back. That’s where it’s been a lot
recently. It sort of moves around…”
From the teacher: “Can you bring your attention there? And
see what you find out about that feeling?”
“That’s scary, but I’ll try.” A longish pause. “OK, I am...I’m paying attention.”
“And what is the feeling like?”
“It’s like, constricted…tight.”
“Do you know anything more? Like how big the area is, or, maybe, what shape it is…” And the teacher waits quietly, with a curious
and patient expression and attitude.
With her thumbs and forefingers Jessica makes a long, horizontal oval. “It’s a rectangle, about this big, in the center of my back. It’s
really tight.”
“OK,” says the teacher. “You’re right there with it...I wonder
if you can find a way to give it a little room, to open some space
around it? Maybe you can use your breath to soften around it...” She
looks puzzled, and the teacher elaborates. “Can your breath go to
that part of your back when you breathe in? Do you know what I
mean?”
“I think so…Yeah.”
“So when you breathe in, letting some space open up around
that rectangle…and when you breathe out, letting it stay soft…”
Jessica, the teacher, and the participants in the space breathe in
the quiet for thirty seconds—a long time. The teacher asks, “What
more do you know about that spot now? Anything?”
“It’s gotten smaller,” Jessica replies. “Much smaller…It’s like the
size of my finger, now.” (pp. 18-19)
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Here, again, something has happened, and not just for Jessica. Participants likely undertook parallel investigations of anxiety, perhaps with different outcomes.
There were verbal and nonverbal gestures of sympathy, empathy, maybe even apathy. There was, no doubt, resistance to the process. All of it potentiated by this
“text,” which is now in the repertoire of the class—a unique co-creation.
At another level—and importantly for moving my thinking into the realm of
community—people are sitting together in the room in a different way after such
an event. I have much to say about this, but I’ll hold it for another letter. For now,
I want to pull just one thread—freedom—and take its measure. I’ve taught the
eight-week Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction curriculum more than a hundred
times, and more than twenty-five of those were for undergraduate students. Almost all participants come into the room with the “banking” model of education
as their dominant expectation, and the undergrads are steeped in it. They are
waiting for the teacher to start depositing information. When they meet an event
of inquiry instead, they are often frustrated, even fearful. Suddenly the teacher is
not the dependable expert with the answers, but only another curious participant
who has a vocation to stand with them in the open space where meaning may unfold. Students are asked to assume authority within their own experiences. Their
lifetime habits of reticence have no useful place; they are asked to get in the game.
Even if they never speak aloud, they may still play silently.
I’ll close with what I trust is a good description of the game that participants
are entering. James Carse (1989) suggests that there are both finite and infinite
games. The finite ones come to mind quickly. They have set rules, so we can win
or lose, and be certain about it. The infinite ones have rules that constantly adjust,
so the game can go on indefinitely, creating not winners or losers, but insights and
more mystery.
Are there any correspondences here to your use of texts? The ball is in your
court.
All good wishes,
Don
* * *
Dear Don,
Thank you for your very heartening words and for offering this insight into your
practice.
What strikes me immediately is that, as in the reading groups I have written
about, the shared “text” is experienced primarily as a personal human voice. In
Shared Reading (SR), people come together weekly in small groups (up to 12)
to read aloud together a poem or story. The material ranges across genres and
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period, and is chosen for its intrinsic interest, not pre-selected with a particular
“condition” in mind. The groups are led by trained facilitators, who read aloud,
pausing regularly to encourage reflection on thoughts or memories the literary
work has stirred. Group members control their own involvement, contributing or
reading aloud themselves as much or little as they wish.
These are not usually “bookish” people or conventional “readers”; very often the idea of a “literary text” would be quite alienating, not “for them.” But at
moments such as the one I describe below, the poem exists as a vocal human
presence, its emotional power and vulnerability heard and felt as immediately as
Jessica’s expression of pain— “constricted…tight.”
The group—part of a recovery programme for drug and alcohol addiction—
is listening to a reading of John Clare’s “I Am” (1848; in Davis, 2011):
I am—yet what I am none cares or knows;
My friends forsake me like a memory lost:
I am the self-consumer of my woes—
They rise and vanish in oblivious host,
Like shadows in love’s frenzied stifled throes
And yet I am, and live—like vapours tossed
Into the nothingness of scorn and noise,
Into the living sea of waking dreams,
Where there is neither sense of life or joys,
But the vast shipwreck of my life’s esteems;
Even the dearest that I loved the best
Are strange—nay, rather, stranger than the rest.
“It has really—hit me, right there,” says Dawn, pointing to her heart. As other group members agree, supportively, that this is a “powerful poem,” Dawn holds
up her hand as if to signal that she needs time, and suddenly leaves the room. She
returns some minutes later and, restraining tears, speaks directly to the group.
So—the way this is to me is I exist at the moment but…I am
but I am not— [Alison, another group-member, says, helping out:
“Living.”] Yeah. I am literally vapours, into the nothingness of whathave-you, and I feel like a shipwreck, and things I used to esteem
in my life are no longer there [restraining tears], and I have been
forsaken by a lot of people, so like I am a bit of a memory lost, isn’t
it, no one really cares or wants to know [visibly struggling]. I want
to be at peace…and to go back to that innocent childhood or you
know that kind of untroubled place. So the whole thing kind of
really got to me.
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It is common for group-members to say versions of Dawn’s “It hit me” in
response to poetry which has a sudden effect. Startling at such times is how this
“external” voice becomes immediately internal. When Dawn repeats the words of
the poem, it is as though they are coming from her own heart—finding her own
deep text, her inner self. This is what being “more connected to myself,” as the
man in the mindfulness group put it, can feel like, at its most intense, in SR.
The mode of meditative “attention” you describe—being “with and in the experience arising in the moment, whether pleasant, unpleasant or neutral”—is pretty nearly replicated in SR. But the mode of “inquiry” is a little different. The formal
equivalent in SR to yourself as teacher in a mindfulness class is the group-leader.
She is an essential component of the experience since it is her expert reading
aloud and her encouragement to explore the text further—by re-reading lines of
the text or pointing to specific words of phrases—which establishes the vocal key
to everything that happens. But, as with Dawn, the role of the group-leader can
be supplanted instantly by the power of the poem.
This apparently distinctive aspect of SR produces, even so, two effects which
are consonant with the aims and achievements of mindfulness. First, when the
book “takes over” or becomes “the expert,” it is usually involuntary. The poem
or story penetrates beneath formal or over-learned ways of knowing and thinking. Reading in this intense, carefully attuned way is closer to inhabiting an area of
being, somewhere beneath default attitude. Out of this “place,” thought can happen in a fresher, more “connected” way. This, as you suggest, is a wholly different
order to usual pedagogic practice and student expectation. Second, at such times,
the book operates not as an alienated authority but as a voice which gives (back)
to the self experiences or intuitions which the reader had hardly known to be her
own.
One element that seems different between the two activities, in both practice
and effect, is this: in SR there is no necessary “and then”—that is, attention followed by (vocalized) reflection. What literary reading often seems to do is to put
a person in place with and in presence of a feeling while simultaneously giving them
the language to think and speak about it. This, like the comprehensive awareness
which mindfulness encourages, seems an important counter to the “about” mode
of thinking, cut off from connection with vital experience, which formal education
all too often emphasizes.
What is certain is that such thinking can be a shared happening, like the insights of mindfulness. When Dawn inhabits the terrain of the poem, she embodies
its meaning for the rest of group, on its behalf. The poem comes back to life in
and through her. This never ceases to impress as remarkable—how words from
another person, living in another place and century, are sensed by readers as almost physical events. When the dumb marks on the page live again, what lives also
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is the feeling which summoned those words. The “community of participants” is
suddenly, immeasurably widened.
Writing in The Guardian on the process of creating his recent novel, Lincoln in
the Bardo, George Saunders (2017) asks himself, “Why did I make those changes?
On what basis?”:
On the basis that, if it’s better this new way for me, over here, now,
it will be better for you, later, over there, when you read it. When
I pull on this rope here, you lurch forward over there.
This is a hopeful notion, because it implies that our minds are built
on common architecture—that whatever is present in me might
also be present in you. “I” might be a 19th-century Russian count,
“you” a part-time Walmart clerk in 2017, in Boise, Idaho, but when
you start crying at the end of my (Tolstoy’s) story “Master and
Man,” you have proved that we have something in common, communicable across language and miles and time, and despite the fact
that one of us is dead.
Another reason you’re crying: you’ve just realised that Tolstoy
thought well of you—he believed that his own notions about life
here on earth would be discernible to you, and would move you.
Tolstoy imagined you generously, you rose to the occasion.
Best wishes,
Josie
* * *
CREATION OF AN ATMOSPHERE

Dear Josie,
As I was reading the scene in which Dawn makes her connection with the poem,
I too made a connection—as a teacher—to the words of the poem, Dawn’s own
words, and the palpable attention of the others to what was happening with her—
and within them. I, like them, was open to unanticipated thoughts. Something happened for me, and that something fascinates me. It’s turned me into a collector—of
theories or concepts that describe this phenomenon.
Over the years I’ve found many analogous ideas and descriptions of how
people co-create ways of being together that help the group and its members. My
collection is not an attempt to winnow down to one right way of being together.
Rather, it’s a desire to push complementary and contrasting ideas into patterns
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that tell more than each alone; it’s bricolage. For this letter, I’ve selected three
shapes and colors that fit because each has an ethical edge. Pressed together they
suggest—however abstractly—the outline of a just and caring community.
The first concept gives us a term I hope we’ll find useful: withness. Kind of
a wonderful word, I think, punningly pointing to togetherness and mutual attention. It’s opposite would be “aboutness,” the way of thinking so common in clinical
and educational practice—and in academic literary reading, as you note—that
reduces everything and every thinker into an object. For communications scholar
John Shotter (2011), “withness” is inescapable. We are sensitive organisms and
“cannot not respond” to the ones with us. We are in continuous dialogue, spoken
and unspoken. Shotter (2012) brings this home by observing that when a friend’s
attention strays we ask things like, “Are you with me?” or “Have I lost you?” or
even “Where were we?” We accompany each other in thought. So there is withness in reading (the text can “take over” as you describe)—and writing, too, Josie.
People discover new thoughts together. Insights, even about ourselves, are
not arrived at alone. As Jessica spoke in my class, something happened for the
whole group. In the SR group, Dawn, John Clare, and the participants thought
alongside each other in ways they might not have, otherwise.
We go along and get along. Shotter (2012) puts the moral dimension of this
directly:
[A]s soon as I begin an interchange of looks with another person,
and I sense them as looking toward me in a certain way (as they
see me looking toward them in a similar way also), a little ethical
and political world is created between us. (p. 7)
The second piece in the bricolage is the unspoken way that little ethical and
political world is created. It’s physiological at its base, and it becomes more obvious as the group moves into more quiet forms of practice. For many participants,
focusing on a practice leads to greater bodily stillness and relaxation. We call it
self-regulation, but it is not an individual achievement; rather, everyone in the
group is implicated. The mirror neuron system in our brains (Gallese, Fadiga,
Fogassi, & Rizzolatti, 1996) responds to the bodily conditions of the others in the
group; if they are still and relaxed, our mirror neurons try that on, and we feel
what it is like for others. So, even if we are not so calm, we have another opportunity to move in that direction.
Let’s say, now, we have a class that has reached a regulated place, together.
Here’s what makes it a little ethical and political world: Stephen Porges’s (2011)
“polyvagal theory” of regulation of the autonomic nervous system (ANS). It’s based
on the evolution of the autonomic nervous system in vertebrates. Mammals have

174 THE JOURNAL OF CONTEMPLATIVE INQUIRY . Vol. 4, No. 1 . 2017

three behavioral strategies for adapting to life-threatening situations, and challenging situations, and situations of safety and caring. Respectively, the strategies are
freeze, fight/flight, and what Porges calls social engagement. When the environment
feels safe, he says, the new vagus nerve slows our heart rate, inhibits fight/flight,
and regulates us for optimal meeting with others. Our eyes open wider to see
others better, the inner ear tunes to the range of the human voice, the muscles of
the face and neck gain tone to produce even the most subtle expressions and gestures, and the muscles used for talking gain tone to make us more articulate. Best
of all, there is a release of oxytocin—the “love” hormone of birthing, nursing, and
pair bonding.
In the group, then, as we discover familiar or friendly faces, voices, gestures,
and postures, the social engagement response may kick in, bringing a sense of calm
and safety that is self-reinforcing.
The third piece in this bricolage is my attempt to describe what happens (and
doesn’t) in an MBSR class to shape its often remarkable atmosphere. Based on the
thorough analysis of the curriculum and pedagogy that underpins the book Teaching Mindfulness: A Practical Guide for Clinicians and Educators (McCown et al., 2010),
and more than a decade of my own teaching experience, I created a model of the
atmosphere, which I’ve called the ethical space of mindfulness (McCown, 2013). It
is defined by seven key qualities distributed through three dimensions.
In the doing dimension, three qualities define the work of the class.
Corporeality emphasizes embodied experience. Mindfulness meditation connects us to the present moment by foregrounding sensations, such as the breath
moving in the body, which can only be felt now. Because we feel our emotions (and
aesthetic impressions!) in the body, the more we focus on it, the more we begin
to know about ourselves. We can think—together—in way quite different from
typical healthcare interventions.
Contingency automatically deconstructs our experiences. In mindfulness practice, we watch the continual changing and passing away of body sensations; we observe how our distressing (or desired) emotions shift with those sensations; and
we become aware of how unstable our thinking is—so new insights and meanings
are always possible.
Cosmopolitanism contains the meanings that arise in the group, without the
usual impulses to reduce, abstract, or fit them into any system or set of values.
New thoughts are simply held and honored by the teacher and participants.
In the non-doing dimension, there are things that simply don’t happen—in
contrast to typical interventions.
Non-pathologizing refers to the perspective that defines MBSR. As Jon Kabat-Zinn (1990, p. 2) put it, and as countless teachers have told their classes since,
“if you are breathing there is more right with you than there is wrong.” Ideally, no

CORRESPONDENCE: SITTING AND READING AS TWO ROUTES TO COMMUNITY

175

diagnoses or labels are applied to anyone by the teacher, nor do participants apply
them to themselves.
Non-hierarchical describes the group relationship in dialogue. No one is an
expert on the unfolding of the present moment, and no meaning can be imposed
on the ever-changing experience. All talking in the group is just exploring, with
nothing set or settled.
Non-instrumental may be the most difficult to grasp of the qualities. The class
does not practice mindfulness for some particular outcome—to get better at this,
or get rid of that—but rather as a way to investigate the unknown of the present
moment. Nevertheless, as we observe body sensations, thoughts, and emotions,
and enter into dialogue about experience, there is potential for transformation.
The third dimension, Friendship, is better considered as the total character
of the ethical space. It is not “held” by the teacher or participants in some way.
There is no choice to be friendly, the space simply is friendly. Yet that relational dimension is not part of the teaching in the MBIs. Participants do speak of it—often
quite poetically—but only in the closing moments of the course. This paradox of
a remarkable experience going unremarked perhaps helps to assure its continuance. Participants steep in a remarkable atmosphere and come away transformed,
equipped for the next situations of their lives. But that’s for my next letter.
In Withness,
Don
* * *
Dear Don,
I love the idea of “withness” as opposed to “aboutness” and wholly agree that
writing and reading are somehow reciprocal in fostering this way of thinking. A
colleague once said to me (regarding George Eliot’s classic nineteenth-century
novel, Middlemarch) that perhaps it is only when we read fiction or poetry that
we ever get inside another person’s mind and feel and think “with” them, made
possible through the author’s deep attunement to the inner lives of her imagined characters. I ventured in my book (Billington, 2016) that SR helps to realise
the communities of readers which George Eliot hoped her novels would create.
“The only effect I ardently long to produce by my writings,” she wrote, “is that
those who read them should be able to feel the pains of those who differ from
themselves in everything but the broad fact of being struggling, erring creatures”
(Haight, 1954-78).
But where George Eliot envisaged virtual communities, you and I encounter
real ones. It is startling how much of the “quality of corporeality” you identify as
defining the atmospheric space of mindfulness is perceptible in SR. My attention
was first powerfully brought to this by staff in a female prison who observed the
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behaviours of those engaged in SR. Women who were customarily agitated and
distracted—“nervous,” “twitchy,” “fidgety”—and often confrontational or disruptive—“shouting out,” “complaining,” “arguing”—would sit still, listen intently,
concentrate wholly on the text. “Disciplined relaxation” is how one staff member
described this: “They’re calm; at the same time they’re working really really hard”
(Robinson & Billington, 2014; Billington, Longden, & Robinson, 2016a). This was an
atmosphere and mode of engagement “unique” within the prison and an example
which vindicates your characterization of SR as a “contemplative form of practice.” I like that formulation!
There are strong signs from our research that the contemplative atmosphere
and group-ness are simultaneously produced by the literary text getting “into” the
participants bodily as it is read aloud. These are the words, significantly, of members of an SR group suffering chronic pain:
“It is not just the way it is written. It is the way [Group-Leader] reads it
… You can feel the emotion in her voice, feel it deep inside.”
“It seems to resonate.”
“The poem becomes more 3D, more alive.”
“It creates a stillness and peace in the room.”
It was the literature first “coming alive” as a sensory event—getting “through”
or “inside” as if by deep emotional transmission from book to reader—which
enabled recovery, our study found, of buried emotional matter and articulation
of hidden pain (Billington et al, 2016b). Currently, we are trying experimentally
to discover the physiological processes underlying such experience. Early signs
are that heart rates are at their most synchronized within SR when a text is
read aloud, as though the poem’s own “nervous system” is communicated and
mirrored in its listeners. The effect is felt, as you say, in the “tone” of the whole
group. When Dawn became upset in relation to the John Clare poem, Alison, the
older group member who had supported Dawn when she first began to speak,
offered her the comfort of physical touch when she had finished speaking in an
instinctive act of (nurturing) love.
What is catalyzed here—as also in mindfulness as you unfold its characteristics—is a form of Porges’s “social engagement” that is deeper than the norm. The
prison reading group is a human touchstone here. Commenting on the unwonted
levels of patience, respect, and tolerance the women displayed towards one another’s views and sensibilities when mutually absorbed by SR, staff described the
group as creating “a sort of bubble” or “invisible shield,” enveloping and protecting
the women not only from the noise and distraction of their immediate environment, but also from any feelings of self-consciousness. “They simply exist in that
time and space.”
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This “special social and emotional space” seems virtually indistinguishable
from what you call “the ethical space of mindfulness.” The pressures within a
prison environment which SR temporarily resists or transcends are unique, of
course. But perhaps—as in Charles Dickens’s Little Dorrit—prison life offers an intensified version of normality, in which, the personal self and inner life are trapped
in institutional norms until something more authentically “real” is released by the
opening of a creative space.
The twentieth-century psychotherapist Wilfred Bion is especially valuable in
helping to recognize and define what such moments constitute. For Bion (1970),
the “moment of reality” or “the really real” cannot be abstractly comprehended
because it does not fall in the domain of knowledge or learning. It can “become”
(its presence can be felt) but it cannot be known save in the moment of experience. Bion (1970) designated this reality “0,” knowing that no ordinary language
would serve. I guess that is why the extraordinary language of poetry can be so
powerful for finding or creating 0, since that is what its own words are actually in
pursuit of: some primary or ultimate truth. The ethical “clearing out” which is harnessed by the stilling of mind and body in mindfulness practices seems analogous
to, or a species of, 0.
This brings me, finally, to the matter of how to “teach” group leaders to
create the pre-condition for 0—to foster the right atmosphere or resonance.
For, by definition, this is to try to teach what is intangible and “unknowable,”
either in advance or by formulaic example. I wonder whether this explains your
own emphasis on doing. Certainly, in the research element of our work, we have
learned that there is nothing so valuable as “live” primary data—video-recordings
of reading groups for close analysis. Interviews with group-members are always
“video-assisted” too: participants are re-immersed in the experience rather than
recalling it post hoc, and thereby able to re-inhabit the feel of significant but small
passing moments (Davis et al., 2015; Billington et al., 2016a).
We are currently trying to put together a series of short film edits of SR for
training purposes. Unlike the inanimate, distanced training provided by a manual,
the films demonstrate events as close as possible to lived time. They show the
minute-by-minute transient processes taking place simultaneously at multi-dimensional levels (in voice, pitch, language, eye contact, body movements). More, practitioners can return to these “live” instances as often as they wish for guidance.
I am myself guided by the advice of the thinker and (medical) practitioner Michael Balint (contemporary and pupil of Wilfred Bion)—for whom it was precisely
the “atmosphere” with which a doctor elicited a patient’s history or approached
illness that was as essential to good care as diagnosis and treatment. The right atmosphere—vital to helping the patient “realise his or her real problems,” enabling
the “really real” to emerge—cannot simply be prescribed. In his advice to general
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practitioners on “How to Start” and “When to Stop” the patient interview, the
only certainty, said Balint (1957), was that “the doctor must not get ahead of the
patient emotionally.” This “not getting ahead” is the common “rule” in your own
practices also?
Josie
* * *
INSTILLING OF POTENTIALS

Dear Josie,
Yes! Yes! Yes! I need to say that aloud, before even attempting to be articulate
in response to your letter. I was with you all the way, right to the point of your
question about not getting ahead of the patient emotionally. The answer is as you
suspect: ideally, you are with the patient at all times. These correspondences between mindfulness groups and reading groups are not simply clarifying; they are
beginning to answer my question of how contemplative practices might move us
towards just and caring communities.
One of the descriptions you supplied for the reading group in the women’s
prison, as they showed each other “unwonted levels of patience, respect, and tolerance,” was a bubble. That helped me think. A bubble like that is both beautiful—
an ethical space of friendship—and evanescent—existing as the group’s withness
does, and disappearing at its dispersal. But is it possible that those women might
learn to recreate such bubbles elsewhere in their lives? If so, how might they be
changed, and change others?
You suggest that the bubble of the prison group is produced as the story or
poem gets into the participants bodily as it is read aloud. I’d urge us to think this
through with our larger sense of “text.” You’ve given us Bion’s (1970) idea of the
“really real,” or the “moment of reality,” or even “0,” as the content of a text.
From my side, I’d say it’s being fully with and in the emerging experience of the
moment. Whatever we call it, it’s what “hits” your participants in a poem, and
it’s what touches the mindfulness class in an inquiry dialogue. The hit happens,
the bubble forms, and participants are aware of it. Josie, you note that what participants gain is not found in the domain of knowledge or learning, but instead is
something that can only be recognized or felt in the moment—a possibility or an
awareness. Let me dip into my collection of concepts and offer a couple of useful
(I hope) ways to express this process.
Kenneth Gergen (2009) sets out a view of life with others in opposition to
what he calls bounded being—the dominant view that individuals set intentions and
take voluntary actions. This is the view of pathology, expertise, and instrumental
intervention, in which the inner self is broken but can be fixed by putting in a new
thought or new pharmaceutical. Instead, Gergen offers a view of relational being, in
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which a self is co-created within relationships moment by moment; there’s nothing
inside to be broken—or fixed. It’s rather that relationships require adjustment.
Gergen (2009) uses the term confluence to describe the mutually defining
relationships in a group. As an MBI class begins a formal meditation practice,
say, those sitting still and quiet are defined as meditators, while the one speaking
words of guidance is defined as a teacher. As the meditation ends, the confluence
shifts, and meditators become partners speaking aloud in one-to-one dialogues.
The next action, as participants and teacher join in a plenary dialogue, again arises
from the relationships of the confluence.
Gergen (2009) also tells us that the relationships of a confluence imbue its
participants with potentials for being and acting in particular ways. As people participate in the varied confluences of their lives, they come to possess many different potentials for being—in effect, they are multi-beings. “In sum, all meaning/full
relationships leave us with another’s way of being, a self that we become through
the relationship, and a choreography of co-action. From these three sources, we
emerge with enormous possibilities for being” (p. 137).
This could seem abstract, or even mystical, so I’ll ground it in an idea from
the anthropologist Tim Ingold (2008), who talks about “enskillment” rather than
“learning.” He notes that valuable skills are not acquired by rote, but rather require constant adaptation. Even something as seemingly simple as cracking an egg
is complex, since each egg is different. That means a child breaking eggs for an omelet would require repeated guidance from a skilled hand to help explore the feel
of the process. The skill, which includes not just the process but also the bowls
and pans and stove, is located outside the child, and she grows into it. As Ingold
(2008) sums it, “You only get an omelette from a cook-in-the-kitchen” (p. 116).
In our groups, then, participants grow into potentials for ways of being as
they steep in them. Your prison reading group participants steep in relationships
through which, again and again, they touch-in to moments of reality and of becoming more still, attentive, patient, respectful, and tolerant. In a mindfulness group,
participants steep in relationships in which it is possible to turn towards and be
with/in whatever experience arises in the moment, and to be with others in a way
that maintains an atmosphere of friendliness. Participants come away with new
potentials in their multi-beings that can blossom later, in different groups—maybe
even in larger communities. This is the ethical promise of contemplative practices.
To make that promise come true, I’m interested in analyzing how mindfulness
courses can generate the optimum atmosphere for imbuing potentials. Most recently, I have been fascinated by the variability of intensity, particularly between
clinical and educational groups (McCown, 2016a, 2016b). Classes in which moments of reality with strong emotions appear seem to have greater effects on
participants. Relational connections deepen faster, the group can better hold par-
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ticipants who explore challenging experiences, and the sense of an ethical space
becomes stronger. Such intensity is typical with clinical populations, as there is suffering to be faced and an existential drive to face it. This is less true in educational
settings, where participants are often healthier and happier. Fewer moments of
reality arise, the atmosphere carries less power, participants appear less connected, and the ethical space is less evident. I’ve been puzzled by how to address this,
until now.
The correspondences with reading groups suggest an answer. A mindfulness
curriculum might rely less on the “traditional” texts generated from participants’
experiences, and instead adopt literary texts, which can be used more formally—
and assuredly—to increase depth and connection among participants. Such a shift
would require a reframing of literary texts, away from the expectations of typical
literary study, and into the read-aloud, embodied encounter that carries the text
into the body, into the group, and into a more just and caring future.
What do you think, Josie? Is it possible to combine mindfulness and reading,
to help intensify the atmosphere of the group, and—perhaps—more strongly
imbue participants with ethical potentials?
Don
* * *
Dear Don,
Very interesting! I’m excited by the possibility of the literary text, as an embodied
experience, becoming a part of mindfulness practice.
For me, in SR, 0 resides not so much in the content of the text but in the
space momentarily created between the reader and the book when the text is
read aloud. As in Dawn’s experience, a text can touch off some latent or inarticulate matter that might hardly know it is in need of such release. Thoughts and
feelings “happen” in live reading: they do not seem to come simply from “in” the
reader’s head, but nor are they simply “in” the book either. 0 is really produced
out of the surprised overlap between the two. I have called it a “thought-space”
which literature makes room for when ordinary life cannot (Billington, 2016). This
in-between dimension is closely connected to the atmospheric group space with
which we’re both concerned, and I’ll come back to that shortly.
But one key question is how these momentary instants—incontrovertibly
powerful in themselves for their duration—carry over valuably into continuous
life. I am resistant to the idea that they constitute a sort of lyric time-out, necessarily unconnected to prosaic experience. Yet I am equally averse to any attempt
to identify explicit or definite outcomes in relation to processes which are deeply
implicit. It is why I am especially interested in Gergen’s idea of potentials. The self’s
relationship to the group is at first substituted in my thinking here by the self’s relation to the text as a human-emotional and cognitive presence. But the key issue
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seems to be the same: when a new relationship activates a new potential for being,
is that potential available for future use?
At CRILS, we have characterised SR as “implicit psychotherapy” (Davis et
al., 2015) for two reasons: first, its processes are distinct from the top-down
approach of certain programmatic therapies and it works most compellingly by a
kind of surprised involuntariness rather than via self-regulatory “steps”; second,
the thinking which SR generates is often too complex or “intricate” (to use Eugene Gendlin’s words) for straightforward or final definition. This is thinking which
happens “freshly at the edge of the implicit … an always unfinished order that has
to be taken along as we think” (Gendlin, 2004, p. 128). Such thinking is awoken by
the literary text, but not concluded by it. Rather, this implicit matter is stored for
future activation. In well-established SR groups, a poem or book will come back to
a person, or the group, as a powerful memory across time. In a similar way, deep
personal thinking can resurface or be realised again, as live meaning rather than
dead concept. This process seems close to the steeped-in learning you describe in
mindfulness. (I wonder whether Polanyi’s “tacit knowledge” is a common touchstone for us both also?)
For the psychologist on the CRILS team, Rhiannon Corcoran, the embodied
or experiential nature of thinking within SR is crucial to actualisation of its potential beyond the group. Because live reading triggers unpredictable events, arising in
the moment, it bypasses the brain’s routine prediction systems. Even past negative
experiences can be re-felt or renewed in ways which challenge habitual emotions
or recover them in a new form. One of the longer-term benefits of SR, a recent
neurological study has suggested, may come from “diverting individuals away from
processing their struggles via ingrained and ineffective channels and towards more
diverse, novel and effective reasoning options” (O’Sullivan, 2015, p. 154). The executive brain gets to work with spontaneous “gut” responses and begins to integrate them into new models of the world.
This hypothesis is intuitively close to my own observation of SR and participant testimony: “From a poem or story, you can get these thoughts in your mind
that you wouldn’t normally get. You can sort of take them away. What you have
tried to absorb can come out later to help you when all these other things are
spinning round in your mind that you want to get rid of.” SR offers an extended
repertoire of models for thinking about experience—models which are powerful
because they are not “flat” exemplars for living (step-by-step how-tos or bullet
point strategies) but dynamically rich and sufficiently complex to match the intricacies of lived experience. This is SR’s equivalent of Gergen’s “multi-being”: the
access to “another’s way of being” still from inside one’s own. The characters
whom we meet in fiction, or the voices we intimately hear in poetry, offer new
potentials for being—precisely, perhaps, because they do not present simple cure
or solutions. Rather they model difficult experience or personal trouble which
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cannot be readily resolved, yet in tones or shapes of thought which leave their
imprint, healingly, on our own.
Although I have confined myself so far to the mobilization of potential when
an individual encounters a literary text, that specific relation always occurs—by
definition in SR—within the larger social relation of the group. It is the nature of
“the social” which is transformed. The imaginative power of the literature and the
shared personal meditation—often triggered in areas of experience otherwise
difficult to locate or talk about—catalyses a small-group relation in which private
and public are tangibly closer than is conventionally allowed. Out of the “interpersonality” (Davis, 2009) of individual, group and text, there is created a miniature
model of—a felt potential for—a more emotionally open human community. This
is where the “ethical promise” of mindfulness and SR themselves overlap.
Josie
* * *
NO CONCLUSIONS

Dear Josie (and Patient Reader),
Indeed, Polanyi’s Tacit Dimension is a shared text for us. Our current dialogue
exhibits a kind of knowing that comes from steeping in a particular kind of space
with others, and we do, in fact, “know more than we can tell” (Polanyi, 1966, p. 4).
Whatever language we use in our attempts at telling—drawn from Gergen, Balint,
or neuroscience—the possibilities of being together in more caring and just ways
are salient for us. They are possible in groups in the moment of steeping, and then
are available tacitly in other situations.
We’ve gestured towards some quiet strategies to create such knowing that
we might adopt (or expand) in our own teaching. I see three: (1) looking beyond
individualism, (2) attending to intensity, and (3) living with the text.
The first points to the paradox that our participants are heavily focused on
their own individual success and satisfaction, which, paradoxically, are most available in and because of all participants in the class. It’s the group atmosphere that
holds, supports, and offers each participant more than they can tell; or, put another way, it creates opportunities for students to touch the “really real.”
The second strategy, intensity, makes the first work. The more often the
group touches what’s really real, the greater its influence on participants. As you
put it in your third letter, Josie, in the powerful moments, “there is created a miniature model of—a felt potential for—a more emotionally open human community, a kind of alternative society.” As participants develop potentials to be with and
in that alternative society, they move more towards justice and caring.
The third strategy, living with a text, allows any group to access the benefits
of intensity. For some groups, participants’ life circumstances bring experiences
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of the really real that, shared aloud, become texts that catalyze an ethical space
and help instill potentials for such a way of being together. When participants’
circumstances reduce opportunities to touch the really real, literary texts read
aloud and responded to within the group can—as it were, by proxy—intensify the
atmosphere and make it possible for participants to have new thoughts and try on
new ways of being.
All three of these strategies coalesce to enhance the potentials of a class.
The contemplative undertaking is text and more. I want to say that it is song. It
cannot be reduced to something we can tell, but it can again and again transport
us—together—in a bubble, in 0, in an ethical space. One of the foremost lieder
singers of our time, Christian Gerhaher, captures the character of song to which I
allude: “A song is not drama. A song is not narration. A drama would be an opera,
and a narration would be an oratorio, or a Passion. Drama is showing you a story.
It wants to be understood. But a song—and a poem—is never to be understood
entirely. It is always open” (Allen, 2016).
As ever,
Don
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A Contemplative Look at Social Change:
Awareness and Community as
Foundations for Leading
Lisa Napora				
State University of New York at Buffalo		
We are part of an awareness-based movement that seeks to re-envision higher education for a more just, compassionate, inclusive society. Movements by their very nature
are the result of community building efforts. However, the significance of this work is
often unrecognized and devalued in our individualistic culture. This article argues that
the power of awareness and the power of community are essential ingredients in the
recipe for change.The paper explores how contemplative practices were utilized to build
and sustain a contemplative community in Western New York that has grown from one
university setting, to an inter-institutional collaborative, to a cross-sector (higher education,
K-12, and health care) regional initiative over the past four years. The principles, practices, and prototypes that have supported our successes, as well as lessons learned in
our ongoing process are discussed. The article shares the bridging and framing methods
we used to garner institutional acceptance, as well as four foundational approaches we
found essential to building community. Prototypes for collaborative structures to support
and sustain movement building are also shared, in addition to how we transcended inherited structures that impede collaboration. As stewards of our future, the article offers a
call to the field to take action with unprecedented daring in the movement to transform
higher education.

O

ver the past two decades, scholars have increasingly acknowledged the
limits of a mechanistic worldview that focuses on independent parts, and
the need to embrace a more quantum, holistic worldview that sees interdependent wholes, if we are to meet the demands of today’s global, interconnected challenges (Scott, 2007; Wheatley, 2006). It is increasingly recognized that
contemplative practices, a family of practices based in awareness1 and connection
(The Center for Contemplative Mind in Society, 2012), have an important role
to play in this transformational movement from egocentric to more ecocentric
worldviews (Scharmer, 2009). Yet our leaders are trained in institutions of higher
education that create a divide between the intellect and the spiritual and emotional realms of knowing, and cultivate individualistic citizens who value competition
1
In this paper, the term “awareness” is used generally to include many forms of awareness, as discussed by Davidson and Begley (2012).
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(Bowers, 2002; Lin, 2013). In recent years, a movement to develop the academy as
a liberating and capacity-building environment that recognizes and reclaims wholeness and well-being as dimensions of the greater purpose of higher education has
gained momentum (Harward, 2016; Lin & Oxford, 2013; Palmer, Zajonc, & Scribner, 2010; Zajonc, 2013). Contemplative practices, such as mindfulness meditation
and yoga, are being infused in academic institutions nationwide in response to
this call—to call forth the source of inner wisdom in every student; help them
find greater meaning and purpose (Barbezat & Bush, 2014); foster much needed
world-centric, universal values (Lin & Oxford, 2013; Reams, 2010); and establish a
more just, compassionate, and inclusive society.
Despite this progress and the growing evidence of the efficacy of contemplative practices, this movement to transform higher education is still in its infancy.
As a contemplative academic working in institutions of higher education in New
York State, I have witnessed that holistic, student-centered, integrative forms of
educating still remain in the margins. Contemplative pedagogues often work in
isolation within their own institutions, and there is little support for graduates
to develop these capacities in the workforce as professionals. So how can we
translate what we know about the potential of contemplative practices (both in
theory and through our own lived experience) into awareness-based action for
educational and social change? How does this movement come into being in real
communities?
Called by these questions, and grounded in the understanding that movements,
by their very nature, are the result of community building and community-based
action (Della Porta & Diani, 2009; Palmer, 1992), I embarked on a contemplative
community building journey in Western New York (WNY). This process began
in 2013 at the State University of New York at Buffalo (UB) and expanded into an
interinstitutional collaborative, and then into a cross-sector (higher education, K-12,
and health care) regional initiative. Contemplatives from 18 institutions of higher
education, eight K-12 schools, and dozens of health care professionals are working
to bridge across perceived institutional and professional boundaries, uniting in their
efforts to foster well-being across the region. This unique community of practice
spans academic disciplines and sectors, and embraces multiple wisdom traditions.
So far, our efforts have fostered collaboration on numerous events, workshops, and
trainings. This has brought media attention to the mindfulness movement in WNY
(Scanlon, 2016) and continues to foster increasing public and institutional awareness
of contemplative practices as innovative and valid pedagogical tools.
Through this article, I share the principles, practices, and prototypes that
have supported our successes, as well as lessons learned in our ongoing process.
Early on, we faced two general types of challenges:
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1. reducing institutional barriers by garnering acceptance among leaders;
and
2. fostering community building among contemplatives answering the call of
the movement in their own work.
The article shares how we have worked to overcome these challenges. The
bridging and framing methods we used to foster institutional acceptance are presented, followed by four foundational approaches we found essential to building
cohesion in our emergent contemplative community. Prototypes for collaborative
structures to support and sustain movement building are also shared, in addition
to how we transcended inherited structures that impede collaboration. These
insights, derived from both lived experience and theory, are shared so that they
might support and encourage others to take action as change leaders in the movement to transform higher education.
GARNERING INSTITUTIONAL ACCEPTANCE: BRIDGING AND FRAMING

In 2013, the burning question in my mind was: how do we raise awareness of the
educational efficacy of contemplative practices with education leaders to garner
institutional acceptance? I realized that increasing perceived legitimacy would be
essential to fostering the infusion of contemplative practices into “deeper” aspects
of the higher education system at UB. In essence, acceptance and legitimacy are
about influencing perception. In terms of fostering change, Quinn (2016) suggests
that what differentiates a change manager from a change leader is that the latter
works to transform human perception. Believing that this change is possible, a
handful of passionate, like-minded faculty and staff at UB set out to transform the
perceptions of senior leadership and advocate for contemplative pedagogy as a
legitimate innovative approach to teaching and learning.
One of UB’s strategic goals was to provide an experiential learning opportunity
to every student. The institution also aspired to become a leader in innovative education. Using accepted language within our cultural context, we framed contemplative practices as a form of cognitive training that cultivates self-regulatory abilities,
and framed their use as foundational to improving learning outcomes and developing
a 21st-century skill-set. We linked contemplative practices to the reflective component of the experiential learning process, highlighting their use in cutting-edge
programs to strengthen the reflective learning cycle, deepen student engagement,
and provide more meaningful education experiences. We declared that embracing
this innovative pedagogy would set new standards for academic excellence, support
the realization of certain institutional goals, and further distinguish the institution
as a model of a 21st-century university. These concepts were refined into a concise
one-page executive summary that could be used for advocacy purposes.
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This process involved the strategic advocacy work of “bridging” and “framing.” Bridging involves working with language and concepts to bridge the language
of contemplation with the language of learning, and demonstrate the relationship
of contemplative pedagogy with accepted learning theories and practices that are
already valued by faculty and education leaders (e.g., student engagement, experiential learning, transformative learning). Framing involves analyzing the institution’s vision, mission, values, and strategic plans; aligning contemplative pedagogy
as an element that will foster the achievement of an important institutional goal;
and reframing contemplative practices as a potential solution to a current problem (e.g., support academic success, improve well-being, foster 21st-century skill
development, decrease violence).
Bridging and framing work has the potential to foster changes in perception
in several ways (see Figure 1).

3.

The languages of contemplation
and learning

4.

Contemplative practices with
accepted education theories

The use of contemplative practices
2. in relation to achieving an
institutional goal

To one of value
Changes Perception of
Contemplative Practices

FRAMING
BRIDGING

The use of contemplative practices
as a solution to a current problem

1.

To one of potential
utility
To one of
pedagogical
relevance

Figure 1. Bridging and framing change perception of contemplative practices.

By bridging and framing in these ways, a shared narrative was created through
which faculty, students, and administrators could better understand the educational efficacy of contemplative practices. This narrative also served to unite
various constituents throughout the system by transforming perception of their
concerns from differing to united, thus connecting them through their shared
concerns and goals. The changes in perception outlined above had a cumulative
effect. Increasing awareness of the educational utility, value, and relevance of contemplative practices influenced perceived legitimacy, fostered further acceptance

A CONTEMPLATIVE LOOK AT SOCIAL CHANGE

191

and infusion into the system, and ultimately will lead to deeper-level change. The
key to success lies in finding the most powerful, relevant bridge and frame specific
to your institutional context and culture.
The success of bridging and framing is inherently connected to the political
realm. Determining how best to bridge and frame in order to influence perception
is vital, and even more so is how to get this information into influential hands in
order to foster change. Networking and developing allies with political clout, who
also have an “inside” understanding of the language most relevant to leadership
and pressing institutional concerns, proved to be essential to our process. At UB,
we were very fortunate that the director of the Teaching and Learning Center
(TLC) emerged as a champion for the cause, with the power to advocate with
peers at senior levels and bring advocacy documents to light. TLCs can serve as
powerful allies with campus-wide reach (Barbezat & Pingree, 2012).
Over the course of the next year and a half, the TLC director helped us
refine our advocacy message and continually advocated to senior leaders that
contemplative pedagogy was an important innovative tool. He used his position
to pitch the idea to formally “debut” this pedagogy by bringing the then executive
director of CMind to speak on “Contemplation for 21st-Century Education” at an
endowed Excellence in Teaching Symposium, promoted campuswide. In the fall of
2014, senior leadership at UB approved contemplative pedagogy as an innovative
approach to teaching and learning. The event drew contemplatives out of their
closets, not just from our campus, but from institutions across the WNY area.
Inspired by the experience of being surrounded by the number and diversity of
others who shared their commitment to incorporating contemplative practices
into their professional life, many expressed a strong desire to launch a more formal “contemplative working group.”
CULTIVATING A COMMUNITY OF CONTEMPLATIVES: FOUR FOUNDATIONAL APPROACHES

As we began this community-building endeavor, we challenged ourselves to consider how to embody and apply our capacity for awareness to our approach to
leadership and community organizing. Our habitual approach to community building tends to establish a “leader” to be responsible for a diverse array of organizational activities, with much focus on “doing” what needs to be “done” in order
to build community, and less emphasis on “being” how one needs to “be” in the
process of building a contemplative community.2 We noticed these patterns and
2
The “doing” aspect could be thought of as the “outer” activities we engage in that support community building, and the “being” aspect as the “inner” contemplative processes in which
we engage.

192 THE JOURNAL OF CONTEMPLATIVE INQUIRY . Vol. 4, No. 1 . 2017

recognized early on that, as a community of contemplative leaders, we had an
opportunity to embrace a more collective style of leadership that welcomed the
contributions of diverse leaders and emphasized both the “being” and “doing”
aspects of community building. Over time, four foundational community building
approaches emerged, each with important aspects of “being” and “doing.” These
four approaches will be discussed in the following sections:
1.
2.
3.
4.

awareness of “I-ness,”
building cohesion,
holding space, and
following the energy.

Awareness of “I-ness”
In the fall of 2014, we began more formal outreach efforts to grow the WNY
contemplative community. Inclusivity was foundational to our invitation, from
both participant and practice perspectives. We embraced a broad definition of
contemplative practices that included all forms of contemplation, and invited contemplative faculty and staff from all disciplines, departments, schools, units, and
other WNY institutions to join together. The accessible bridge that emerged and
served to foster interconnection across perceived boundaries was the concept of
“well-being”. In whatever domain we viewed our primary training or “work” (e.g.,
mindfulness, social justice, compassion), and in whatever institutional position we
stood (e.g., faculty, administration, staff), the aspiration to foster well-being could
be found at the core of everyone’s work. The foundational thread of well-being
wove throughout our diverse efforts and served to unite us as a community with
common goals.
I traveled to institutions and met with contemplative faculty and staff who I
thought might be interested in coming together with like-minded others. Speaking from a place of connection, I focused on learning what they were doing and
what they needed. Over and over I heard the need for connection, and the deep
desire for community and support. I explained that people are coming together
to support one another in their contemplative work and raise awareness of the
educational efficacy of contemplative practices. I spoke of our related intentions
and united desire to foster well-being, and how important each person’s work is
as part of the collective work of fostering systems change.
During these conversations, a few key phrases began to emerge. People often
made comments like “I have heard of your group,” to which I consistently responded, “It is not my group; the group serves the group,” and “I am not the leader. I am
a facilitator.” The tendency to look to an individual leader, and to consider a group
to be the territory of a leader, was inconsistent with what the emerging community
was about. This gave me an opportunity to reflect on my underlying way of being as
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I communicated, and how that related to leading. Models for leading change suggest
that there is a relationship between the underlying level of awareness from which
a leader operates and the results of the process of leading (Fry & Kriger, 2009;
Reams & Gunnlaugson, 2014; Sharmer, 2009). These models suggest that increasing
levels of awareness can be developed over time and result in increased leadership
effectiveness. So how do we cultivate increasing levels of awareness? How do we
move beyond our tendency toward “I-ness”?
It is arguably the case that a quest for greater awareness involves maintaining
a regular inner practice. An important step on this journey includes cultivating the
objective observer of self, or what Wilber (2000) refers to as witness consciousness. Through metacognitive processes, we cultivate the contemplative ability to
take perspective on our beliefs and views. We engage in a process of “suspension,”
loosening the grip our habitual mind has on us, and learning how to observe our
thoughts, feelings and habits (Reams & Gunnlaugson, 2014; Scharmer & Kaeufer,
2015). We are able to more clearly see the movements of the ego or small self; we
have more awareness of “I-ness.” Over time, this awareness fosters an increasing
sense of freedom from egoic self-identification. As a result, a refining of individual
and social identity transpires, which includes a growing awareness of the “other.”
With increasing levels of relative freedom, we experience a diminishing of small-self
concerns, as they too loosen the hold they have on us. The dominance of egocentric needs, such as recognition, status, power, and control, begin to weaken, alongside a growing desire to serve something larger then ourselves. This shift creates a
sense of higher purpose. Quinn (2016) emphasizes the power of purpose, stating,
“Higher purpose is outside the system in many ways…it’s outside the ego, and the
moment we start serving a higher purpose we give more. Purpose really matters
and when we pursue it…we start to see completely differently” (p. 62).
Our community-building processes were consistent with these theoretical
perspectives on leadership, awareness, and contemplative practice. The invitations
I extended to join with like-minded others were grounded in the intention to serve
the larger whole, to serve well-being, with emphasis placed on the importance of
every individual’s work and participation as vital to fostering change. The shift in focus away from a “leader” (“it’s not my group”) toward their connection with serving the greater good, and their connections with each other as a community, had
a magnetic effect. Collective forms of leadership, which shift attention away from
formal leaders and followers to relational processes that illuminate everyone’s leadership in a group, generate a new kind of capital based on human capacity (Bolden,
2011). Leadership from this perspective is a quality of a human community, not of an
individual (Scharmer & Kaufer, 2013; Senge, 2016). Using our capacity for awareness
of “I-ness” to keep our focus on service to the larger whole and the contributions
of everyone in the community was an ongoing process that proved fundamental to
the development of the community.
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Building Cohesion
Contemplative community-building efforts during the 2014/15 academic year focused on building group cohesion. The following section will describe both practical on-the-ground elements and awareness-based processes that we found vital
to fostering and sustaining group cohesion, including meeting rhythmically, holding
the vision, living the values, and building relationships.
Meeting rhythmically. Meetings were held rhythmically and always once
a month. The rhythmic, unwavering holding of meetings conveyed a sense of stability to the group, and in turn people felt more secure in investing their time
and energy to participate. Conflicting schedules made it challenging to hold large
meetings regularly. We found it helpful to convey to meeting participants that
the number of people present was irrelevant: that they each represented many
dedicated people who would have liked to be there. Meetings were typically oneand-a-half hours in length and began with a meditation by a volunteer, followed by
a fifteen-minute sharing from someone regarding their professional contemplative
endeavors. The importance of each person’s efforts was emphasized and support for one another offered. Over time this fostered connection, deepened and
strengthened relationships, and supported group cohesion.
As we met as a core group, new opportunities for collaborative action
emerged, often in the form of events that could expand our public presence and
create opportunities for others to join the movement. The collaborative process
of working together on event planning, promotion, and execution toward shortterm goals generated energy and enthusiasm, and fostered group cohesion. These
events also built our political capital, through connections to powerful advocates,
organizations, and resources (Emory & Flora, 2006). One of our first major public
events brought a SUNY trustee to campus to speak on “Making Mindful Citizens.”
Not only did he speak with a public audience, he also met with senior leadership
at UB, which brought high-profile attention to the cause. Additionally, we found
alliance with the WNY Consortium of Higher Education, an association of the 21
local colleges and universities committed to strengthening collaboration across
the region. Connecting with powerful allies can increase visibility and legitimacy,
and support continued growth and flourishing of the group and group work.
Holding the vision. As we worked within our community, an underlying
vision emerged that served as a guide, an anchor, and an inspiration beckoning us
onward. The vision that arose in our community through collective reflection and
collaborative dialogue is based on three beliefs:
1. the possibility of change;
2. the power of community; and
3. the value of interdisciplinary interinstitutional collaboration.
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We believe that by aligning more with the principles of the group, individual
aspirations can be transformed into collective outcomes. United, we build our collective capacity, mobilize engagement, maintain optimism, and catalyze collective
action. By building a regional presence to foster awareness-based social change,
our united efforts increase perceived legitimacy, increase acceptance, and have the
potential to eventually influence the culture of the higher education system itself.
A compelling vision holds great power. It can create a sense of purpose that
has deep meaning for people, and evoke commitment because it matters so much
to them (Senge, 2016). We found that continually restating and reaffirming aspects
of the vision during meetings helped connect participants to a greater sense of
purpose and inspired activism. For example, one faculty member emphasized that
if the contemplative community did not exist, she would already have retired. Engaging in collaborative change efforts was the most meaningful part of her work.
Our vision for interinstitutional collaboration aligns with Scharmer’s (2009) assertion that we need new forms of collaborative structures across institutional
boundaries to foster change. He suggests that leadership in our time requires
leaders to expand beyond traditional ways of operating in separate teams, organizations, and systems, and work to dissolve boundaries to foster “cross-institutional awareness, learning and leadership” (p. 8). This appeal encourages us to consider how we might potentially reach beyond our institutional boundaries in our
capacity-building and contemplative-community-building efforts in the future.
Living the values. Shared values are part of the glue that holds groups
together. They are the “crystals around which networks grow” (Falk, 2000). In
WNY, we discussed our shared values at length, which served to foster group cohesion and bring awareness to how we are living those values in action. We asked
ourselves how we could bring the fruits of our practice—our growing awareness,
inner stability, equipoise, and authenticity—to bear in the process of community
building.
We can set the intention to support one another in living this alignment of
intention, values, and action, both individually and through collective action. But
support requires the ground of openness, trust, receptivity, and flow among group
members. One way I approached establishing this ground was to start with myself.
Holding myself open to the potential for growth, allowing myself to be vulnerable,
and trusting in the group process helped others to feel safe to do so as well. One
faculty member remarked how struck he was by the level of trust and patience
that had developed among group members, which he referred to as our contemplative presence. Trust, openness, and the aspiration to live our awareness require
vigilant attendance to what is happening both in the group space and within one’s
self. Supported by this vigilant awareness, I practiced modeling behavior, offering
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gentle redirection during meetings, and invited private follow-up conversations.
Over time, each individual’s commitment to more consciously live his or her practice shifted the group space. Interactions became more compassionate and less
reactive, and meetings became increasingly filled with joy. Each of us is learning
how to become a living, embodied expression of contemplative principles in action
and growing in our capacity to be of greater service to the whole. The embodied
principles serve as anchor points that ground and magnetize the group field, fostering the growth and cohesion of the community.
Building relationships. Clearly, community building is at its core a relational process. Nurturing interpersonal relationships is critical to creating the shared
understandings, commitments, and collaborative action that constitutes a movement (Ganz, 2010). One way we created opportunities to enhance relationships
was to hold community gatherings on a regular basis that were not “work”-focused. These social gatherings provided opportunities for people to get to know
one another on a more personal level. I also found it valuable to have private
conversations after meetings when I noticed someone was struggling or there was
tension. Meeting privately created space for listening to opinions and concerns
that could not be shared during limited group meeting time. I anticipated that this
would help people to feel seen and valued for their unique and important contributions to the whole. From the perspective of fostering change, we understand
that the quality of the results of our efforts is dependent on the quality of our
relationships (Scharmer, 2009). The nature and quality of our relational processes
creates an invisible social latticework that substands the capacity for generative
collective action. Engaging in seemingly small, relationally focused actions grows
and strengthens the invisible social latticework, which serves as a magical substructure that catalyzes co-creative action and ultimately fosters change.
We found the approaches to building cohesion outlined above (meeting rhythmically, holding the vision, living the values, and building relationships) to be essential to our community-building process. Having garnered institutional acceptance
and built cohesion among contemplatives in the region, we were in a position to
expand and hold space for something much larger to emerge.
Holding Space
In 2015, the WNY contemplative community focused on pursuing funding for a
conference. Sights were set on obtaining funds from the State University of New
York (SUNY) system’s Conversations in the Disciplines grant, which is geared
toward statewide engagement with all 64 SUNY campuses. Using the bridging and
framing practices outlined earlier, we designed a proposal for a mindfulness and
health conference. Since mindfulness, the practice of observing thoughts, emotions, and sensations moment-to-moment without judgment (Kabat-Zinn, 1995),
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is gaining increasing acceptance in higher education settings, we chose to use this
term as an umbrella term under which many contemplatives might situate their
awareness-based professional work. Aligned with the SUNY system’s goal of a
“healthier New York,” we called on contemplative allies at SUNYs across the
state to endorse the proposal, and successfully secured funding for the first ever
SUNY-funded mindfulness conference.
We originally anticipated perhaps 150 people would attend, but registration
kept growing. When we reached 200, breaching maximum capacity at our original
venue, group members became anxious. I reminded the group to lean into the stability of their practice, to trust, allow flow, and hold space. When holding space we
hold open to the possibility for potential to manifest without any attachment to
a particular outcome, “only holding a diffuse intention for the good of the whole”
(Baeck, 2012). This potential lives in the “invisible social latticework” mentioned
earlier, which Baeck (2012) eloquently describes as “the subtle structuring mesh of
our combined potentials—a web of invisible strands holding a collective potential
that has not yet seen the light of day.” When we moved to a larger venue, contemplative allies stepped in offering additional funds and encouraging us onward.
Registration exceeded our expectations, and ultimately was capped at 400. Event
day saw representation from 50 institutions of higher education, 10 K-12 schools,
countless businesses, health care professionals, and the lay public.
We can use our meditative stability to hold space during our day-to-day community building work, to “let go,” and to have an open will, so what wants to
come can emerge. As we hold space aligned with the group’s vision and underlying
intention, the collective capacity of the group is catalyzed, creating a generative
field of potentiality. Our capacity to hold space elicits the potential of the whole,
in addition to the highest potential of each individual, thus increasing our collective capacity to be of greater service to well-being. It takes vulnerability to engage
with deeper levels of awareness, to be that open. As contemplative practitioners,
we can apply our inner capacity to soften, open, and allow…and let the emerging
possibilities come to light.
Following the Energy
The 2016 Mindfulness & Health Conference generated quite a buzz and a plethora of possibilities. The palpable sense of excitement and joy in the air during the
event remained long afterward. Feeling into the quality of this field of enthusiasm
and delight, there seemed to be an underlying longing present. What was its root?
What was it that “happened” at that conference? Contemplatives came together
not just from the higher education sector; they came from K-12, health care, businesses, and many other sectors. The joyful buzz was rooted in unity. The illusory
silos of discipline or societal sector did not separate us there. We reveled in our
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shared efforts to foster the infusion of contemplative practices into the systems
of which we are all a part. The longing that lingered beyond conference-day was a
longing for continued unity.
It seemed that the interdisciplinary, interinstitutional contemplative community building we were fostering in the higher education sector was longed for
in other sectors too. Inspired by this awareness, we reached out to conference
attendees offering to support community-building efforts in their sectors. Over
the next six months, we hosted meetings to facilitate contemplative community
building in the K-12 and health care sectors. We shared lessons learned from our
process and supported the emergent facilitators of each sector to help strengthen
and grow their networks. During this time, an expanded vision emerged, which
was shared with each sector:
Awareness is being infused into every Western system. As awareness becomes more of the foundation of systems, it will eventually
foster a culture shift—from systems focused on individualism, separatism, and competition to systems focused on interconnection,
interdependence, and co-creation that will reflect compassion, justice, and inclusivity—catalyzing systems transformation that fosters well-being. From this macro view, it is a shift in consciousness
that we, our collective work, is a part of. Continuing to build and
strengthen community within sectors will foster our capacity to
collaborate across sectors in an organized way, forming a united
regional presence to foster awareness-based social change.
During this emergent process, I was asked why I was trying to “make things
happen” in other sectors. I heard myself reply that I was not “trying to do” anything, I am “following the energy.” This response prompted reflection on the nature of this unfolding process, this process of sensing what is in the air, attuning
to what wants to emerge, and then listening to where it wants to go. This led to
the insight that this process was supporting the manifestation of what wants to be,
rather than a preconceived notion of what ought to be. Baeck (2012) describes this
type of process as a “sensing into what wants to be born—that is not the same
as imagining our own ideal future—it is more like sensing which seed is ready to
sprout.” Scharmer and colleagues (2004) refer to this sensing capacity as tuning
into the field of future possibility, which they call presencing.
Presencing is understood as the blending of sensing and presence. Sensing involves a perceptual focus on the whole, whereas presencing places perception on
connecting with “the source of an emerging future—to a future possibility that is
seeking to emerge” (Sharmer, 2009, p. 163). There is no controlling what arises
through this process. Suspending the limitations of the personal will is required
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(Reams, 2012), and deep trust is needed. Using our contemplative capacity, we hold
space, let go, connect into the deepest parts of ourselves, sense into what wants to
emerge, listen to where it wants to go, and follow the energy, not knowing exactly
what it is or what it wants to be. We can lead from this deep space of inner stillness,
living our contemplative practice in action, in service to the whole. Reams (2010)
emphasizes the vast potential of this inner capacity to “bring a very different quality
to our work and open up new possibilities for enabling radical change” (p. 1091).
SUSTAINING THE MOVEMENT

This past year, contemplative community building in the higher education sector
in WNY focused on sustainability. The central question became how to support
and sustain the largess of an interinstitutional community of more than 200 people
across 18 institutions that continues to grow. This has challenged us to create new
prototypes for collaborative structures as well as to transcend the current social
and cultural structures that impede collaboration.
Prototypes for Collaborative Structures
We began holding interinstitutional strategic planning meetings to address this question. We worked through a formal, contemplatively facilitated planning process over
the course of many months. Through this generative process, we created shared
values and a detailed mission that serves as a guide for achieving our collective vision—a mindful higher education system for a more just, compassionate, inclusive
society. Engaging in strategic planning generated a co-created ideology, fostered
group cohesion, strengthened community, and clarified our goals moving forward.
Cross-sector contemplative community building began in 2017. Representatives from higher education, K-12, and the health care sectors across WNY began
meeting quarterly, aligned with the expanded vision mentioned earlier—to collaborate across sectors in an organized way, forming a united regional presence to
foster awareness-based social change. Visual models emerged as a way of depicting
the potential collaborative structuring within and across sectors, at both regional
and statewide levels. The following prototypes depict interinstitutional inter-organizational collaborative structures at four levels: A.) within one sector within one
region, B.) across multiple sectors within one region, C.) within one sector across
one state, and D.) across multiple sectors across one state, using higher education
as the sector, WNY as the region, and NY as the state (see Figure 2).
These models illustrate how contemplative community building initiatives
could be united across regions and statewide to form powerful contemplative
alliances in every sector. Networks of interconnected contemplative hubs, at
both regional (Figure 2A & 2B) and statewide levels (Figure 2C & 2D), have the
potential to leverage whole systems in service to awareness-based social change.
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A. Within one sector and within one region.

B. Across multiple sectors and within one region.

							

C. Within one sector and across one state.		

D. Across multiple sectors and across one state.

Figure 2. Four levels of interinstitutional, interorganizational contemplative community building.
*Multiple sector models B and D depict four sectors for purposes of simplicity only.

A CONTEMPLATIVE LOOK AT SOCIAL CHANGE

201

Our experiment in building sustainable structures to support contemplative
community building has focused at the regional level (Figure 2A and 2B) in WNY,
with future aspirations to support statewide initiatives. Envisioning and prototyping what these collaborative structures might look like, the relational form, is
just a beginning. Envisioning and prototyping how these collaborative structures
might operate, the relational function, is another matter. What do contemplative
governance structures look like and how do they function? How do we continue
to move beyond outmoded hierarchical ways of operating toward more holistic,
interconnected functioning that can sustain this work into the future? The next
steps in WNY involve exploring this line of inquiry. Using our contemplative capacity to hold space and open to what wants to emerge will guide us to the new
structures and new functions of the form. Who knows what will emerge next?
Transcending the Limits of Inherited Structures
Throughout this journey, we encountered many countervailing forces to building
and sustaining community. During meetings early on, group members waffled between the tendencies to focus on self-serving interests and service to the whole,
and competitive tensions related to academic posturing and self-promotion were
evident. Guilt and frustration were, and still are, expressed in relation to the
desire to participate and the inability to do so based on institutional constraints
and expectations. These challenges are not surprising given our cultural values
and norms. The most coercive limiting force that we have to deal with is our
own cultural learning, taught to us by our cultural upbringing (Schien, 2016). The
individualistic orientation of our culture produces an overriding emphasis on me
and mine, which precludes the valuing of community. As leaders, our self-centered
orientation runs contrary to the qualities needed to build collaborative networks
and effectively lead change (Senge, Hamilton, & Kania, 2015). In academia, the
climate of academic capitalism invites posturing, intimidation and score keeping,
promulgating an environment where competition, fear, and isolation are the accepted norm (Slaughter & Leslie, 1997; Stelmach, Parsons, & Frick, 2010). In a culture that rewards distinction and necessitates self-promotion, where everything
you do needs to count somehow, it is challenging to find time to volunteer. We
are constantly challenged to navigate these “outer” structures while at the same
time being challenged by the “inner” structure of the ego, as it fights to maintain
its sense of self, and challenged to realign and engage with awareness to thwart
our “cultural trance” (Huston, 2009).
However, as contemplative practitioners, we are experiencing that we have
the capacity to resist the forces of disconnection with which our culture and our
psyches are plagued—from the ground of our practice. As we embody greater
awareness and experience the unfolding of related ways of being (Fry & Kriger,
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2009; Wilber, 2000), we forget our ego self’s constant desire to separate, and
remember our inherent connectivity. Each group member’s commitment to be
their best “contemplative self,” coupled with being emboldened by the presence
and support of others who share the same inner truth, has helped us to overcome
our habitual patterns and transcend our cultural trance. Through individual and
collective practice, we are experiencing a growing resilience in the face of academic capitalism, and an increasing commitment to lead in more collective, relationally
oriented ways.
THE UNITED POWER OF AWARENESS & COMMUNITY:
A RECIPE FOR CATALYZING CHANGE

Our experiment in contemplative community building in WNY continues. We are
building a community of practice that bridges across conventional scholarly boundaries and sectors, creating a united regional presence to foster awareness-based
social change. We have been successful in cultivating a community of contemplatives
by cultivating awareness of “I-ness,” building cohesion, holding space, and following
the energy. This community is also growing exponentially in terms of allies. More
and more people who might not initially understand the relevance of contemplative
practices in their profession are coming to value them. Bridging and framing contemplative practices in ways that are relevant within the current climates of our
institutions and systems have been instrumental in garnering acceptance. To sustain this work into the future, we have been developing new structures to support
collaboration, while using our inner and collective practice to transcend inherited
structural barriers. We are learning that living our practice is both the antidote to
countervailing forces and the catalyst for change. We are learning more about the
power of our contemplative practice, the power of awareness.
We are also learning about the power of community. Connected by our shared
values and intentions, we are learning to find our collective voice, draw strength
from our united resolve to foster change, and engage in collective action. Our community-building efforts have fostered collaboration on numerous events, workshops, and trainings. These types of processes provide opportunities for us to experience our solidarity and our underlying oneness. The “togetherness” inherent
in this approach challenged us to begin to dissolve our habitual mental models that
maintain our illusion of separateness. By bridging across perceived boundaries on
the micro-level within one community, we can see the potential of contemplative
community building to bridge and restore macro-level divisions within our collective social body. We are deepening our capacity for connection and strengthening
the social latticework, the invisible infrastructure of our connections, which form
the foundations of change. As social activist Grace Lee Boggs (2007) explains, “In
this exquisitely connected world, it’s never a question of ‘critical mass.’ It’s always
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about critical connections.” This learning journey in unbounded connectivity is an
important experiment. Senge (2016) reminds us, “It isn’t individuals that shape
how the world works its interacting networks of institutions of organizations” (p.
69). We are learning to value the microcosm of community, as a catalytic structure with the potential to transform the macro-structures of our society. We are
learning to see each community as a micro-movement within the interconnected
web of macro-movement change.
As contemplative change leaders in higher education, we are all part of the
transformational movement, the revolution, toward wholeness and interconnection. Although this revolution is already underway, it requires us to be daring. It
needs us to have courage, to lean into the power of our contemplative practice,
and to be brave enough to open more, let go more, be vulnerable, trust the unfolding process, and allow what wants to emerge to emerge. As Rudolf Bahro
reminds us, “When the forms of an old culture are dying, the new culture is created by those who are not afraid to be insecure.” As stewards of our future, we
must believe that the world we envision, this new culture, can become a reality.
We must take action knowing that every connective step is important. Grace Lee
Boggs (2007) emphasizes that change starts with small things at the local level,
“That is how change takes place in living systems, not from above but from within,
from many local actions occurring simultaneously.” What actions are you taking?
Do you believe in the united power of awareness and community to catalyze
change? Do you dare?

REFERENCES

Baeck, R. & Tichen Beeth, H. (2012, Fall/Winter). The circle of presence: Building the capacity for authentic collective wisdom. Kosmos. Retrieved from
http://www.kosmosjournal.org/article/collective-presencing-a-new-human-capacity
Barbezat, D. & Bush, M. (2014). Contemplative practices in higher education: Powerful
methods to transform teaching and learning. San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.
Barbezat, D. & Pingree, A. (2012). Contemplative pedagogy: The special role of
teaching and learning centers. In J. E. Groccia, & L. Cruz (Eds.). To improve
the academy (pp. 177-191). San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.
Boggs, G. L. (2007, June 15). Seeds of change [Blog post]. Retrieved from http://
www.pbs.org/moyers/journal/blog/2007/06/seeds_of_change.html
Bolden, R. (2011). Distributed leadership in organizations: A review of theory and
research. International Journal of Management Reviews, 13(3), 251-269.

204 THE JOURNAL OF CONTEMPLATIVE INQUIRY . Vol. 4, No. 1 . 2017

Bowers, C. A. (2002). Towards an eco-justice pedagogy. Environmental Education
Research, 1, 21-34.
The Center for Contemplative Mind in Society. (2012). The tree of contemplative
practices. Retrieved from http://www.contemplativemind.org/practices/
tree
Della Porta, D. & Diani, M. (2009). Social movements: An introduction. San Francisco:
John Wiley & Sons.
Davidson, J. D. & Begley, S. (2012). The emotional life of your brain. Penguin Group:
New York, NY.
Falk, I. (2000). Human capital and social capital: What’s the difference. Adult Learning Commentary, 28(8).
Fry, L. & Kriger, M. (2009). Towards a theory of being-centered leadership: Multiple levels of being as context for effective leadership. Human Relations,
62(11), 1667-1696.
Ganz, M. (2010). Leading change. Boston, MA: Harvard Kennedy School of Government.
Harward, D. W. (2016). Well-being essays and provocations: Significance and implications for higher education. In D. W. Harward (Ed.), Well-being and
higher education (pp. 3-17). Washington, D.C.: Bringing Theory to Practice.
Huston, J. (2009). Jump time is now. In G. Braden (Ed.). The mystery of 2012: Predictions, prophecies and possibilities. Boulder, CO: Sounds True.
Kabat-Zinn, J. (1995). Wherever you go, there you are: Mindfulness meditation in everyday life. New York: Hyperion.
Lin, J. (2013). Education for transformation and an expanded self. In J. Lin, R. L.
Oxford, & E. J. Brantmeier (Eds.), Re-envisioning higher education: Embodied
pathways to wisdom and social transformation (pp. 23-32). Charlotte, NC:
Information Age Publishing.
Lin, J. & Oxford, R. (2013). Expanding the roles of higher education and contemplative pedagogies for wisdom and innovation. In J. Lin, R. L. Oxford, & E.
J. Brantmeier (Eds.), Re-envisioning higher education: Embodied pathways to
wisdom and social transformation (pp. xi-xvii). Charlotte, NC: Information
Age Publishing.
Palmer, P. J. (1992). Divided no more: A movement approach to educational reform. Change: The Magazine of Higher Learning, 24(2), 10-21.
Palmer, P. J., Zajonc, A., & Scribner, M. (2010). The heart of higher education: A call
to renewal. San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.

A CONTEMPLATIVE LOOK AT SOCIAL CHANGE

205

Quinn, R. E. (1996). Deep change: Discovering the leader within. San Francisco, CA:
Jossey-Bass.
Quinn, R. E. (2016). Becoming an initiator of change. In K. G. Schuyler, J. Baugher,
K. Jironet, & L. Lid-Falkman (Eds.). Creative social change: Leadership for a
healthy world (pp. 55-64). Emerald Group Publishing.
Reams, J. (2010). Leading the future. Futures, 42(10), 1088-1093.
Reams, J. (2012). Integral leadership: Opening space by leading through the heart.
In C. S. Pearson (Ed.), The transforming leader: New approaches to leadership for the twenty-first century. San Francisco, CA: Berrett-Koehler & The
Fetzer Institute.
Reams, J., & Gunnlaugson, O. (2014). Mindful leadership: Changing the way leaders
develop their attentional skills. Concepts and Connections: A Publication for
Leadership Educators, 20(3).
Scanlon, S. (2016, February 13). Deep thinkers rejoice: UB to hold first SUNY-funded mindfulness conference. The Buffalo News. Retrieved from http://buffalonews.com/2016/02/13/3877/
Scharmer, C. O. (2009). Theory U: Leading from the future as it emerges. San Francisco, CA: Berrett-Koehler Publishers.
Scharmer, C. O. & Kaufer, K. (2013). Leading from the emerging future: From ego-system to eco-system economies. San Francisco, CA: Berrett-Koehler Publishers.
Scharmer, C. O. & Kaufer, K. (2015). Awareness-based action research: Catching
social reality creation in flight. In H. Bradbury (Ed.). The SAGE handbook of
action research (pp. 199-210). Los Angeles: SAGE Publications.
Schein, E. (2016). Health, cultures and relationships. In K. G, Schuyler, J. E. Baugher, K. Jironet, & L. Lid-Falkman (Eds.). Creative social change: Leadership for
a healthy world (pp. 48-54). Emerald Group Publishing.
Scott, D. K. (2007). An ethic of connectedness. Spirituality in Higher Education, 3(3),
1-6.
Senge, P. (2016). We need a new mythos… In K. G. Schuyler, J. E. Baugher, K.
Jironet, K., & L. Lid-Falkman (Eds.). Creative social change: Leadership for a
healthy world. Emerald Group Publishing.
Senge, P., Hamilton, H., & Kania, J. (2015, Winter). The dawn of system leadership.
Stanford Social Innovation Review. Retrieved from https://ssir.org/articles/entry/the_dawn_of_system_leadership
Senge, P. M., Scharmer, C. O., Jaworski, J., & Flowers, B. S. (2004). Presence: Human
purpose and the field of the future. Cambridge, MA: SoL.

206 THE JOURNAL OF CONTEMPLATIVE INQUIRY . Vol. 4, No. 1 . 2017

Slaughter, S., & Leslie, L. L. (1997). Academic capitalism: Politics, policies, and the
entrepreneurial university. Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press.
Stelmach, B., Parsons, & Frick, W. C. (2010, May). Fear and loathing in the academy. Academic Matters. Retrieved from https://academicmatters.ca/2010/04/
fear-and-loathing-in-the-academy/
Wheatley, M. J. (2006). Leadership and the new science: Discovering order in a chaotic
world. San Francisco, CA: Berrett-Koehler.
Wilber, K. (2000). Integral psychology: Consciousness, spirit, psychology, therapy. Boston, MA: Shambhala.
Zajonc, A. (2013). Contemplative pedagogy: A quiet revolution in higher education. New Directions for Teaching & Learning, 134, 83-94.

The Journal of Contemplative Inquiry, 4(1). (2017). © The Center for Contemplative Mind in Society.

207

Navigating Stress: Graduate Student
Experiences with Contemplative Practices
in a Foreign Language Teacher Education
Course
Emily E. Scida		
		
University of Virginia			

Jill N. Jones
University of Virginia

The present case study investigates the experience of stress among graduate students,
particularly stress related to teaching, their coping strategies, and their experience with
contemplative practices integrated into a teacher education course.While there is a significant body of research on contemplative practices in K-12 teacher development, few studies
have looked at the integration of contemplative practices in graduate student experiences
in higher education. Data for this case study include interviews with 19 graduate students
enrolled in foreign language M.A./Ph.D. programs. Results suggest that students’ perceived
stress stems from the difficulties of adapting to and balancing new responsibilities and
concerns about teaching. To cope with stress, graduate students most commonly rely on
emotional support from peers and time management strategies. Students report that participating in contemplative practices together as a class cultivated community, providing
them with support, collegiality, interconnectedness, and collaboration as teachers and scholars. The integration of contemplative practices promoted an awareness of the importance
of self-care, compassion for self and others, and social and emotional awareness.

T

his study explores how graduate student teacher education can better foster
both intrapersonal and interpersonal development to prepare future faculty
to handle the challenges of teaching and academic work in higher education.
While traditional graduate student teacher development emphasizes pedagogical
and curricular knowledge, we argue that it fails to consider the development of social and emotional competence—or “habits of the mind,” (Dorman, 2015; Jennings &
Greenberg, 2009; Roeser, Skinner, Beers, & Jennings, 2012)—and the cultivation of
connectedness and community to support teacher work. Costa and Kallick (2009, p.
xxii) define habits of the mind as those intelligent behaviors performed in response
to questions or problems with no immediately known explanation—“conditions
that demand strategic reasoning, insightfulness, perseverance, creativity, and crafts-
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manship to resolve.” Habits of the mind enable teachers to respond appropriately
to challenges related to teaching and include tendencies to gather data through
all of the senses, to be aware of and reflect on experience in a nonjudgmental
manner, to be flexible when problem solving, to regulate emotion and be resilient
after setbacks, and to attend to others with empathy and compassion. (Roeser et
al., 2012, p. 167)
In their Prosocial Classroom Model (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009, p. 4945), teachers’ social and emotional competence—which involves self-awareness
of emotions, social awareness, responsible decision-making, self-management of
emotions and behavior, and relationship management—are important in establishing positive relationships with students and colleagues and reducing the risk
of teacher stress and burnout and can be cultivated through engagement in contemplative practices like mindfulness. Socially and emotionally competent teachers
develop interpersonal, collaborative connections, building a strong community of
support.
The cultivation of these skill sets and support structures in graduate student
teacher development can prepare graduate students for the challenges they will
encounter during their time in graduate school—in their unique role as students,
teachers, and scholars—and into their faculty careers in higher education. As Roeser and colleagues note:
Generally, teacher education and teacher professional development
programs do not assist teachers in developing skills such as mindful
emotion regulation or attitudes such as self-compassion that they
then might use to address the inherently stressful aspects of their
work environments (Roeser, Skinner, et al., 2012). And yet…we hypothesize that it is these kinds of higher order skills and mind-sets
that are needed for individuals to function effectively in inherently
high-stress professions like teaching. (Roeser et al., 2013, p. 3)
This case study seeks to understand whether the integration of contemplative practices in a teacher education course might improve students’ experience
of stress and coping strategies, particularly stress related to their roles as teachers. While prior research has explored contemplative practices in K-12 teacher
development, few have addressed this in relation to the preparation of graduate
student teachers. In this study, we look at the existing literature on graduate student stress, teacher stress and burnout, and the benefits of contemplative practices on health and well-being, and we extend this work to a related context—the
preparation of future faculty in higher education.
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LITERATURE REVIEW

Graduate Student Stress
Graduate students are likely to experience stressors that are unique to their
new roles as students, scholars, and teachers, and the greatest sources of stress
reported in one study included coursework, finances, and graduate/teaching assistantships (Oswalt & Riddick, 2007). “Graduate students are particularly vulnerable to pressures related to conducting research and teaching, publishing, and
finding employment, in addition to stress from the often ambiguous expectations
of advisors” (Hyun, Quinn, Madon, & Lustig, 2006, p. 248). This stress can lead
to low academic achievement, poor teaching performance and job satisfaction,
burnout, and mental health issues, including anxiety, depression, and exhaustion.
Students with mental health concerns tend to experience poorer relationships with other students and faculty, lower levels of engagement, lower GPAs,
lower rates of retention and graduation, and suicidal ideation (Wyatt & Oswalt,
2013). In a study of graduate students across academic fields and schools, Hyun
and colleagues found that 44.7% of respondents reported having an emotional
or stress-related problem over the previous year but only 31% sought counseling
(2006, p. 255). In another study, 48.9% of graduate students surveyed reported
feeling stressed and 24.7% very stressed while less than 1% reported no stress
(Oswalt & Riddick, 2007).
Turning to stress management, Oswalt & Riddick (2007) found the most common coping strategy among graduate students was talking with friends, but 31.9%
of respondents reported not managing their stress well. Having strong social support, financial confidence, a functional relationship with one’s advisor, good physical health, and sense of control over one’s personal life and academics all have
a positive effect on coping of stress (Hyun et al., 2006; Wyatt & Oswalt, 2013).
In research on stress among millennial college students, Bland, Melton, Welle, &
Bigham (2012) reported that the most common coping strategies are ineffective,
because they are avoidant-oriented (cleaning, shopping, calling friends). Emotional
support (feeling supported by family, friends, and teachers), an approach-oriented strategy, was the sole significant protective factor for high stress tolerance.
Oswalt & Riddick (2007, p. 39-40) recommend that “[a]s university professionals,
we need to examine ways to increase the likelihood of these students engaging in
the healthy coping strategies that they are interested in, versus negative ones (like
using alcohol or cigarettes) or even neutral ones (like vegging out).” One way to
achieve this is by highlighting stress management during the departmental/university orientation for new students and through preventative measures addressing
mental health concerns.

210 THE JOURNAL OF CONTEMPLATIVE INQUIRY . Vol. 4, No. 1 . 2017

Teacher Stress and the Emotional Work of Teachers
Teacher stress has been widely studied and is understood to be “…the experience
by a teacher of unpleasant, negative emotions, such as anger, anxiety, tension,
frustration or depression, resulting from some aspect of their work as a teacher”
(Kyricou, 2001, p. 28). Teaching is an emotional practice and a form of emotional labor (Hargreaves, 1998), where teachers are expected to manage, maintain,
suppress, or alter certain emotions in interaction with others in order to achieve
educational goals.
New teachers may experience a wide range of emotions “evoked by the fear
of not being liked or respected, the vulnerability that comes with awareness of
judgment by others, the anxiety of not being familiar with the subject matter, and
the discomfort that comes from having to make rapid-fire and uncertain decisions”
(Chang, 2009, p. 204). Frequently cited sources of teacher stress include student
incivilities and disruptive behavior, workload, low self-esteem, and dealing with
parents and colleagues (Bauer et al., 2006; Chang, 2009; Kyricou, 2001). Beginning
teachers are particularly vulnerable to developing burnout, and in fact early stages
of teacher burnout may actually begin during teacher education (Hultell, Melin, &
Gustavson, 2013).
Burnout, defined as a “psychological syndrome emerging as a prolonged
response to chronic interpersonal stressors on the job,” includes three dimensions—overwhelming exhaustion, feelings of cynicism and detachment from the
job, and a sense of ineffectiveness and lack of accomplishment (Maslach & Leiter,
2016, p. 103). Burnout is correlated with psychological symptoms like depression,
anxiety, stress disorders, and exhaustion syndromes. Among teachers, burnout is
significantly higher in those under the age of 30, single people, those with fewer
than 5 or more than 15 years of experience, those with higher levels of education,
and part-time teachers (Bauer et al., 2006; Chang, 2009). In one study of German
teachers, 32.5% of the sample suffered from burnout while 17.7% belonged to the
at-risk category (Bauer et al., 2006). The impact of teacher burnout can be seen
in the high rate of early retirement (Bauer et al., 2006) and high attrition rates of
new teachers. In the U.S., up to 25% of beginning teachers leave teaching before
their third year, and 40-46% leave the profession within the first five years (Chang,
2009; Roeser et al., 2012).
Contemplative Practices and Teacher Education
Contemplative practices like mindfulness are the focus of various approaches to
reduce stress and improve health. Mindfulness, defined as “paying attention in a
particular way: on purpose, in the present moment, and nonjudgmentally” (Kabat-Zinn, 1994, p. 4), has been incorporated into programs designed to develop
attentional focus, bring an awareness to present moment experience, and devel-
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op positive emotion as well as emotion awareness and regulation. The Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction Program (MBSR), developed by Jon Kabat-Zinn in
1979, is an 8-week program that includes weekly meetings, instruction, and homework in meditation, mindful movement, body awareness, awareness of emotions,
and compassion practices. A significant body of research has shown that MBSR
and similar interventions are effective in reducing stress and enhancing well-being
and in alleviating physical and psychological symptoms of illnesses such as chronic
pain, cancer, anxiety, and depression (Astin, 1997; Baer, 2003; Brown & Ryan,
2003; Brown, Ryan, & Creswell, 2007; Grossman, Niemann, Schmidt, & Walach,
2004; Meiklejohn et al., 2012).
Within education, mindfulness-based training has been integrated into programs for K-12 teachers with the goal of reducing stress and burnout and promoting overall well-being. Research has shown that MBSR programs for educators result in reductions in depression, stress, anxiety, and burnout (Abenavoli, Jennings,
Greenberg, Harris, & Katz, 2013; Flook, Goldberg, Pinger, Bounus, & Davidson,
2013), increases in self-compassion (Frank, Reibel, Broderick, Cantrell, & Metz,
2013), increases in teacher self-efficacy (Frank et al., 2013), and improvements in
observer-rated teaching performance (Flook et al., 2013). Examples of programs
for teachers include: Cultivating Awareness and Resilience in Education (CARE),
Comprehensive Approach to Learning Mindfulness (CALM), Mindfulness-Based
Wellness Education (MBWE), Stress Management and Relaxation Techniques in
Education (SMART), and the Inner Resilience Program.
CARE for Teachers is a program designed to reduce stress and build teachers’
inner resources through the integration of mindfulness practices, emotion skills
training, and compassion-building activities (Jennings, 2011), and is offered as a 4-5
week program and as a 5-day summer retreat. Research indicates that CARE is
effective in improving teacher well-being, teacher efficacy, burnout/time-related
stress, and mindfulness (Jennings, Frank, Snowberg, Coccia, & Greenberg, 2013).
A qualitative study (Schussler, Jennings, Sharp, & Frank, 2016) showed that CARE
participants developed improved emotion regulation and greater self-awareness
of both their physical and emotional health, including the physical manifestations
of stress in the body and the importance of practicing self-care.
A program for teacher candidates, Mindfulness-Based Wellness Education
(MBWE), combines mindfulness training with a formal wellness component in
an elective Stress and Burnout course (Poulin, Mackenzie, Soloway, & Karayolas,
2008; Soloway, Poulin, & Mackenzie, 2011). Results indicated that participants
in the treatment group experienced increased mindfulness, life satisfaction, and
teacher self-efficacy compared to those in the control group but no significant
changes in psychological distress. Participants identified applications of the MBWE
practices to their teaching and to their personal lives—better response to stress-
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ors, present moment awareness, acknowledgment of negative emotions, and use
of mindfulness practices in their teaching.
The present case study investigates the experience of stress among graduate students, their coping strategies, and their experiences with contemplative
practices integrated into a teacher education course. Based on prior research on
mindfulness-based interventions with teachers, it is expected that graduate students will experience reduced stress, greater awareness of emotions, improved
teacher efficacy, and increased self-compassion. The following research questions
guided our study:
1. In what ways do graduate students describe their experiences
with stress?
2. How do graduate students cope with stress?
3. What were students’ overall perceptions of and experiences
with the contemplative practices integrated into the course?
THE STUDY

Course Description
The pedagogy seminar Teaching Foreign Languages offers graduate students the
opportunity to observe and apply new ideas and teaching principles through practical activities and to develop their own personal theories of teaching through systematic reflection and experimentation. This course is required for all M.A./Ph.D.
students in their first semester of the program while teaching a foreign language
course at the beginning or intermediate level. The seminar is designed to support graduate student instructors new to teaching and to address their immediate
needs and concerns as novice teachers.
Students
The pedagogy seminar generally enrolls 9-12 graduate students from the Spanish,
Italian, and Middle Eastern Studies programs at the University of Virginia. The
student population is diverse, most coming from the U.S. but others from Europe,
Latin America, or the Middle East. While enrolled in this course, the Italian M.A.
students teach one section of Elementary Italian, the Middle Eastern Studies M.A.
students teach one section of Elementary Arabic, while the M.A./Ph.D. students
in Spanish teach one section of Intermediate Spanish.
Research Design
This project involved the integration of contemplative practices in the pedagogy
course with the goals of reduced stress and improved teaching experiences. The
first author led the class in brief 10-minute contemplative practices at the be-
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ginning of class time every other week in Fall 2013 and once a week in Fall 2014.
The benefits of and research on contemplative interventions were presented, and
students were invited to participate but were not required. A variety of contemplative practices were chosen to expose students to diverse options, including:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Breath meditation
Mindful movement/yoga
Visualization practices
Loving-kindness practice
Music meditation
Sound meditation
Deep listening
Journaling
Mindful eating
Gratitude statements
Setting intentions for class lessons

In addition to the in-class contemplative practices, students were invited to
explore a practice of their choice outside of class time in an assignment called
Teacher Centering, where they engaged in a brief contemplative practice before
teaching their classes, three times a week for three weeks. In weeks two and
three of the exploration, they reflected on their experiences and the perceived
effect of this practice on their teaching and/or general well-being in their e-portfolios. Their engagement in this assignment started in week four of the semester
and ended in week seven.
METHODS

The following section includes information about the sample of students, such as
their demographic background, teaching experience, and experience with stress
reduction practices. Thereafter, we describe the methodology and analysis used
to answer the three research questions explored in this study.
Sample
The data collected for this qualitative research study come from two semesters
of the pedagogy seminar—Fall 2013 and Fall 2014. The total enrollment from the
two semesters was 21 students. In Fall 2013, there were eleven students: four
Spanish M.A. students, three Spanish Ph.D. students, three Italian M.A. students,
and one Middle Eastern Studies M.A. student. In Fall 2014, we had ten students:
three Spanish M.A. students, five Spanish Ph.D. students, one Middle Eastern
Studies M.A. student, and one Spanish lecturer. The age range was 21-45 years
old. Nearly all students (95%; n=19) provided demographic information including
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gender, race, citizenship, and year in the graduate program. Of the respondents
who provided their race/ethnicity, gender, and year, 68.4% were female (n=13), and
31.6% were male (n=6). Respondents were mostly White/Caucasian (n=14), and
the remainder was Hispanic/Latino (n=5). Sixty-five percent of respondents (n=13)
were U.S. citizens, and nearly all were first-year graduate students (n=17).
Most graduate students were novice teachers, while some had limited teaching experience at the secondary level or in prior graduate programs. With regard
to contemplative practices, two students already had established contemplative
practices. About half had limited exposure to contemplative practices in other
contexts; however, 65% indicated that they engaged in activities to alleviate stress,
like exercise.
Data Collection and Analysis
Individual interviews (n=19) with students, which lasted approximately an hour
each, took place after they completed the course. Additionally, follow-up interviews were conducted with the first participant group one year later (n=9). Interview questions covered topics such as students’ perceptions and experiences
with the pedagogy course, experiences as a graduate student, balancing graduate
student responsibilities, relationships with peers and advisors, and career aspirations. To ensure anonymity, the interviews were done by the second author
and a graduate student researcher who are trained to conduct qualitative interviews. Interviews were conducted between January 2014 and April 2015. All interviews were recorded, transcribed verbatim, and codes were applied to researcher
names (for confidentiality) and uploaded to the qualitative data analysis program
Dedoose Coding. Within the Dedoose program, the uploaded data were manually analyzed phrase-by-phrase. During the first iteration of coding, researchers
established core themes and then refined codes (or themes) and modified some of
the initial coding. After the coding scheme was refined and coding was complete,
a second set of researchers checked all phrases and codes to ensure accuracy
and consistency. To further establish accuracy and consistency in the coding, researchers met to discuss the codes, their understanding of the codes, and use of
the codes—a process called peer debriefing (Marshall & Rossman, 2006). After
researchers completed all manual coding and refinement, we used Dedoose analytics to produce summary statistics for the coding frequencies and prevalence.
RESULTS

Table 1 displays the frequency of each code from the interview data and the
percent of interviewees whose interview reflected that code. The “Frequency of
Code” represents the total number of times the code was mentioned in all inter-
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Table 1: Prevalence and Frequency of Codes

Code

Experiences with Balancing & Adapting to Graduate Responsibilities (Teaching, Coursework, Research)
Causes of Stress & Anxiety (What causes stress and
anxiety? How does the stress or anxiety feel?)
Intersection of Causes Stress & Anxiety AND Experiences with Balancing & Adapting to Graduate (Crosstab) Responsibilities*
Coping with Stress:
Planning & Time Management
Self-Care (reducing internal judgment, engaging in practices, including contemplative, that decrease stress or
increase happiness)
Resources & Help
Help or Support from People within the
Department
Help or Support from other Materials and
Resources
Positive Impact of Contemplative Practices (e.g., personal life, professional life, reframing prior practices, using mindful language)
Community Feeling & Friendly Support from Department
Positive Perceptions of Department, Teaching Supervisor, and other Professors:
Perception of the Department (in general)
Perception of Teaching Supervisor
Perception of Professors
Positive Impact of the Class
Personal Transition to Graduate Life
Support from External Networks (e.g., family)

% of ParticiAverage
pants RepFrequency
Frequency
resented
of Code
Per
in Theme
Interview
Count
235

100%

8.4

119

89%

4.8

-

68%

134
47

93%
68%

5.2
2.5

49

68%

2.6

54

64%

3

46

61%

2.7

28

43%

2.3

133

93%

5.1

106

93%

4.1

73

93%

2.8

40
28
19
41
38
27

68%
71%
50%
75%
61%
68%

2.1
1.4
1.4
2
2.2
1.4

*We noticed that causes of stress and anxiety were often related to balancing and adapting to graduate responsibilities.
This is a crosstab between those who indicate that the causes of stress and anxiety are related to balancing and adapting
to graduate student responsibilities.
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views. For “% of Participants Represented in the Theme Count” we capture the
percentages of instances where the theme arose among all 28 interviews. For
example, the theme “causes of stress and anxiety” was present in 25 out of 28
interviews, or 89% of interviews. Finally, the “Average Frequency Per Interview”
captures the average number of times the theme was discussed during an interview, whereby the denominator is the total number of participants represented
in the code; this measure provides a level interview saturation whereby a higher
number (or darker shading) represents a higher prevalence within interviews.
Graduate Student Experiences with Stress
The majority of graduate students reported experiencing stress—the Causes of
Stress and Anxiety code appeared 119 times in the data and among 89% of students. Many also described feeling overwhelmed, anxious, nervous, worried, and
pressured. The most salient cause of stress centered around the major life changes entering a new academic program—their new roles as instructors, graduate
students, and scholars, along with adjusting to a new town, new housing, new
friends, and the burden of managing finances—“So…the first year you are…just
thinking [about] everything constantly” (student interview, 2013).
The challenge of balancing their teaching jobs, coursework, and personal lives
contributed to student stress. Experiences with Balancing and Adapting to Graduate Responsibilities was the most prevalent code, appearing 235 times and among
100% of participants, while Balancing and Adapting to Graduate Responsibilities
was indicated to be a stressor by 68% of interviewees. Sources of stress included
doing research, preparing for comprehensive exams, engaging in scholarly activities, and feeling unprepared for academic work. Many described thinking about
work all the time: “…for me it is like if I am not working, I am doing something
wrong” (student interview, 2014).
Stress also emerged from high expectations to excel academically and the
ambiguity of expectations from professors.
Most new graduate students have no prior teaching experience, and so their
job as instructors can trigger anxiety, stress, feelings of self-doubt, and low self-efficacy. “I think teaching obviously raises a lot for your insecurities, like ‘Do I know
this, is my accent good enough?’…it had been years since I actually had that feeling
of ‘I cannot do this.’” (student interview, 2013) Others worried about their teaching performance, mastery of the content, effective lesson planning, establishing
authority in the classroom, and their students’ perception of them: “…now I had
18 students watching me and judging me, and they were the same age as me; it
makes me…freak out!” (student interview, 2014).
Their teaching job was perceived as very time-consuming, because
you need a lot of time to plan your lessons and then to grade or to
answer all their emails…it’s…non-stop because it’s not like anoth-
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er kind of job where…it starts at 8 and it finishes at 8. No!—with
teaching it’s like all the time…so I think that’s also hard to differentiate your working life from your private life sometimes. (student
interview, 2013)
Coping with Stress
Graduate students describe coping strategies that can be categorized as personal strategies or external strategies. In the data, the theme Coping with Stress
emerged 134 times and among 93% of students.
Personal coping strategies. To better balance teaching, research, and
personal life, most adopted time management skills, which reduced their stress
around feeling overwhelmed, and as one student stated “I just feel…calmer and
more centered” (student interview, 2013). These Planning and Time Management
Strategies emerged as a theme 47 times and among 68% of participants. Setting
boundaries on commitments was helpful, as one student described: “…you have
to balance class…not only teaching time and reading time but also…class time
and your own research time. I think one thing I do is…try to limit things that I
shouldn’t be working on” (student interview, 2013).
Another student compartmentalized office space for teaching-related work
and home space for graduate coursework.
Another personal coping strategy described was self-care and taking time for
oneself:
I think planning my academic life has helped…give me time that
my personal life requires…it’s kind of the invisible work…that you
need to do for yourself.
once I started to…indulge a little bit of personal time for myself…
That was something very helpful, like I learned it was healthier.
(student interview, 2013)
For others, self-care meant taking off from work on the weekend, socializing
with friends, reading for pleasure, cooking, watching TV/movies, or shopping. One
student recognized the importance of caring for oneself both physically and emotionally: “Just getting me to see that it is okay to think about yourself every now
and then, just as much as you think about other people” (student interview, 2013).
This theme of Self-Care emerged 49 times in the data and among 68% of students.
A greater attention to self-care manifested itself in positive perspectives and
approaches to life. Some came to a place of acceptance and self-compassion, accepting their own limitations and failures, reducing the pressure they place on
themselves. One student noted:
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I think a lot of gratitude and compassion things are really effective
in academics, especially towards yourself, because it’s very easy to
compare yourself to everyone else, if you’re behind, or you didn’t
get the grade, or your paper is horrible…but then obviously towards one another, compassion and gratitude towards our students. (student interview, 2013)
External coping strategies. In times of stress, graduate students most frequently turn to other graduate students in the department for support: “there is
moral support, there is emotional support, there is support as a teacher, support
as a grad student” (student interview, 2013).
Because all new students attend a teaching orientation and the pedagogy
seminar together during their first semester, a sense of community and bonding
develops among the cohort: “I’ve definitely seen it making a difference in my
well-being. It’s like I know I’m walking into a group of friends every single day” (student interview, 2013). The closeness extends beyond the professional realm of the
department into the personal life of the student, and many report talking to peers
as a common coping strategy: “…part of us having this constant conversation with
each other is part of what keeps the stress level down” (student interview, 2013).
The theme Help or Support from People in the Department emerged 46 times
in the data and among 61% of students. Many also find emotional support in their
“old social life” and family, which helps them put their problems in perspective;
the code Support from External Networks emerged 27 times and among 68% of
participants.
Within the department, the pedagogy seminar itself provides an important
space for social and academic support, and in our data the theme of Positive Impact of The Course emerged 41 times and among 75% of students. “I feel that
connection with our cohort…I think Professor Scida’s class has lot to do with that
bonding experience in that first semester and people that you can hold onto for
your life” (student interview, 2013).
The course itself helped to ease teaching-related stress by providing students
with resources, support, and positive feedback on their teaching practices as well
as a space for self-reflection and collaboration.
The department is perceived as being a strong community where graduate
students feel that they get the help and advice that they need:
Especially the grad students are very close to each other. They
are very, very supportive of you…I know I can call pretty much
anyone in the graduate department for advice, for help. And then
the professors also have been supportive, they’ve always been…
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putting, I guess, the right amount of pressure to improve ourselves
but still recognizing that we do have to have this balance. (student
interview, 2013)
Most students expressed positive perceptions of the department, teaching
supervisor, and professors, a theme that emerged 73 times and among 93% of
participants. One student describes his relationship with professors as one “…
that builds a lot of confidence and trust and…really guidance…in the sense of
maybe a little bit than mentoring…fundamental to getting through the program,
getting through these five years…because this is a great environment but it is…
rough outside” (student interview, 2013). This perception of support and community seems to arise also from the department’s focus on the whole student,
including an emphasis on ongoing professional development, balance, and stress
management:
from day one Professor Scida was like you also need to…pay attention to your mental health because this is very stressful and
usually grad students that teach and take classes at the same time
experience… a lot of stress…I never thought about that actually.
(student interview, 2013)
In the interviews, the code Feeling of Community and Friendly Support from
the Department emerged 106 times and among 93% of students.
Experiences with Contemplative Practices
For many students, this course provided their first encounter with mindfulness,
meditation, and other contemplative practices, and in general these practices were
well-received. In the data, the Positive Impact of Contemplative Practices code
emerged 133 times and among 93% of students. Their common understanding
of contemplative practices emphasized stress management, but for one student,
“the idea behind contemplative practices is actually…admitting that you have to
step back and…allow yourself some time to reflect…if nothing else I guess that is
what meditation is…actually allow our brain time to not think” (student interview,
2014). Students appreciated being exposed to a variety of practices as well as different applications of use. One student remarked,
I think that the biggest benefit has been to explore the different options. I think coming into this set of contemplative practices or mindfulness I would have thought just about like yoga and meditation…
Whereas now I kind of understand that there is a much broader tree
of various options to pull from. (student interview, 2013)
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Themes that emerged from interviews include self-care, effects of the contemplative practices, application to new contexts, negative perceptions of the
practices, and long-term effects.
The most salient pattern that emerged from our interviews is that the contemplative practices supplied students with a new language to describe their approaches to self-care and sparked a greater awareness of their own well-being. In
addition, exposure to these practices provided validation that it is okay to take
care of oneself and to make well-being a top priority. For one student, the loving-kindness practice was a “turning point” in realizing that “it is more important
to be good to myself even if I know well-being comes above doing everything
100%” (student interview, 2013). Students adopted contemplative language to describe not just new practices but also past approaches to self-care, which helped
to validate what they had already been doing.
[I]t made me try to be more mindful about doing all these things. I
always had tried to do these things in the past in different ways…I
try to exercise, running, doing yoga, just because from teaching in
the past I know I get stressed or anxious that those things do help.
In the morning, I try to pray every day just kind of think…about
positive things in my life and just to set my intention for the day…I
guess that by her bringing it up in class, it made me more aware of
that. (student interview, 2014)
Students recognized the potential that the contemplative practices have to
calm their anxiety, to settle into themselves, and to promote greater awareness of
emotion. The loving-kindness practice helped one student disconnect from work:
and at the same time, I like that practice because since I’m no longer near my family or my friends, it’s a time to, for me to think
about them, to have good wishes about them, to wish them the
best. (student interview, 2013)
Bringing an awareness to present-moment experience also emerged; one student describes the experience of being so worried “about all these things that are
totally imaginary…so I think doing the mindfulness exercises…helped me to just
concentrate on what I was doing right now” (student interview, 2013). Students
adopted contemplative practices outside of our class, inspired by seeing peers
integrate them successfully in their personal lives or by realizing how the practices
shaped their own learning experiences in our class, as one student remarked:
So, when we start class with something relaxing, we actually feel
more fresh and more willing to talk and less stressed…So when I
realized that it was really helpful…I tried to apply it to my personal
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life, and it helped a lot. Sometimes—I live close to a creek—so I
just sit by the creek and meditate…I knew these things existed—I
just never even thought about it as much. So this was brought to
us in class, it made me realize it was actually very rewarding on
different levels. (student interview, 2013)
For many students, the contemplative work they experienced in this course
served as a model for their own classroom teaching, with the goals of helping
their students develop greater focus in class, reduce stress, and support overall well-being. This was a shift, in the sense that “it used to be something very
personal, individual for me, and now…I am able to see how it can work in the
classroom setting and share it with others” (student interview, 2013). Integrating
contemplative practices in the pedagogy course provided “a good example to see
and then try to implement the same in our classes” (student interview, 2013).
The contemplative practices helped graduate students feel calmer, more centered,
better prepared, and more flexible in handling the unexpected in their teaching.
Many attributed the closeness they felt with their peers to the contemplative
practices used in class—these were perceived to be a “team building activity”
that “put us close as a class” and helped to establish a warm, supportive sense of
community (student interview, 2013).
As for the practices that most resonated with students, the loving-kindness
practice, journal writing, music meditation, and random-acts-of-kindness appeared most frequently in interviews. There was no one practice that resonated
for everyone, however. One student remarked that the loving-kindness practice
was the most difficult and uncomfortable, because his/her history with depression
made the expression of self-love distressing. Additionally, journal writing brought
a greater awareness to emotions, which caused unwelcome discomfort: “It is rewarding, but I didn’t truly like the writing as much because it gets too intense—it
makes you think about things that you don’t want to think about” (student interview, 2013). For another student, the sitting practices triggered greater anxiety
because “for me it’s just really hard to just sit still and not do anything” (student
interview, 2014).
Of the negative comments, the most common referred to the personal and
private nature of engaging in contemplative practices, and so our practice in a
group setting (in class) caused uneasiness: “for me, those kinds of activities are
very personal. So doing them in a group I don’t…know if I got as much out of it
as some of the other students” (student interview, 2013). Frustration arose with
constant intrusive thoughts during meditation, so one student concluded that “it
didn’t work for me because I got distracted…a lot of times” (student interview,
2013). A student recognized the potential benefit of contemplative practices but
not for them in this context:
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I was very skeptical. Very, very skeptical…I think I still hold some of
the skepticism, not because I don’t think they’re useful, but because
I don’t think they’re useful for me, or they’re not useful in that environment for me. (student interview, 2013)
Those practices that students adopted long-term included the loving-kindness practice, random-acts-of-kindness, journal writing, yoga, breath practice, and
deep listening. Students learned that they could always “go back to breathing” and
that “once you learn that you can do a five-minute breathing activity, you kind of
unconsciously find yourself doing it in your office” (student interview, 2013). To
calm nerves on opening night of a play, one student practiced loving-kindness with
a peer to help center. The random-acts-of-kindness activity resonated for one
person who applied it to her problematic relationship with a roommate when
I got in an argument with my roommate, so the day after I was
feeling kind of…weird, so I just made biscuits and put them on the
table saying ‘have a biscuit and have a good day.’ So, I feel really
good and then after that we were both…a little better instead of
like fighting again. I feel that we can actually do it…as an approach
towards life in general…if you can focus on the positive thing, then
do it. (student interview, 2013)
A contemplative mindset emerged for many who described kindness for self
and others, acceptance, gratitude, compassion, and positivity as long-term effects
they experienced, and in some cases bringing that mindset to their own teaching,
acknowledging the stress and pressures that their own students experience and
telling them to “be good to yourselves…and the priority is just to take care of
themselves as a whole” (student interview, 2013).
DISCUSSION

In this study, we sought to understand graduate student experiences with stress,
their strategies for coping with stress, and their experiences with the contemplative practices integrated in the pedagogy seminar. In particular, we were interested in how their experiences with contemplative practices shaped their personal
descriptions of coping with stress and well-being. Looking at graduate students’
reported stressors, students point to work/life balance, overwhelming workload,
doing research, ambiguous expectations from professors, pressure (on self) to
excel, low self-efficacy, feeling ill-prepared for coursework and/or teaching, and
finances. Although many of these sources of stress are in line with what other
studies have reported (Chang, 2009; Hyun et al., 2006; Oswalt & Riddick, 2007),
some described here were not, namely pressure (on self) to excel, low self-efficacy, and feeling ill-prepared for coursework and/or teaching.
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In looking at coping with stress, the strategy that stood out was emotional support—feeling supported by peers in particular but also by faculty and the
department as a whole. Graduate students articulated that their perception of
support and sense of community arose from experiencing their first semester
together as a cohort. The pedagogy course and teaching orientation establish
the space for first-year graduate students to form close personal and professional
relationships and the support they need throughout the program and beyond. Social and emotional support appears in the literature as a common coping strategy
among college students (Hyun et al., 2006; Wyatt & Oswalt, 2013), and in fact it
is the only significant factor that promotes high stress tolerance among millennials
(Bland et al., 2012). Talking with friends, peers, and family appears frequently both
in our interviews and in prior studies and can be seen as related to emotional support (Oswalt & Riddick, 2007). To address the stress of workload and life balance,
many students in our study reported adopting time management strategies like
planning, scheduling, and setting boundaries—establishing a sense of control over
one’s personal and academic life—which Wyatt and Oswalt (2013) found to have
a positive effect on students’ coping of stress. Finally, the importance of self-care
emerged in our interviews, where students understood this to mean doing something enjoyable for oneself to take a break from their work and studies. Activities
mentioned here include exercise, watching TV/movies, shopping, cooking, and going out with friends. Bland et al. (2012) considered these to be avoidant coping
strategies and less effective in addressing stress.
This theme of self-care also emerged as graduate students described their
experiences with the contemplative practices. The introduction to contemplative
practices during the course and the emphasis on awareness and reduction of stress
underscored for them the importance of taking care of their physical, emotional, and mental health. Schussler et al. (2016) reported similar findings for CARE:
“Participating in the CARE program not only validated the need for self-care but
also gave teachers the permission to attain it” (p. 138). Not surprisingly, students
expressed an awareness of emotions—both positive and negative—and patterns
of habitual thinking, such as worry over future events, as well as an awareness of
the emotions of others (students, colleagues) and their need to also practice selfcare. This aligns with numerous studies that have shown that mindfulness-based
interventions result in greater awareness of and regulation of emotions (Jennings
& Greenberg, 2009; Poulin et al., 2008; Roeser et al., 2012). Students also articulated greater self-compassion and compassion for others (roommates, students),
as has been suggested in other studies (Roeser et al., 2013).
Another salient finding was the discovery by graduate students of the benefits
of contemplative practices beyond the confines of our course. Many described
integrating meditation and random-acts-of-kindness in their personal lives and
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adopting a more positive, contemplative mindset. Others reported feeling more
calm, centered, and flexible in handling teaching challenges. The use of contemplative practices in the pedagogy course provided a model for graduate students that
they then applied in their own teaching. A similar finding was reported in Poulin et
al. (2008) with teacher candidates who applied practices in their own classrooms.
The integration of contemplative practices in the pedagogy course was perceived to function as a team-building activity that contributed to a strong sense of
community, bonding, and support among the cohort of graduate students. It is interesting that participants in the CARE program (Schussler et al., 2016) expressed
a desire for a greater sense of community, which is something that appeared to
emerge naturally among the graduate students in our study. We do not expect
that the positive culture within the department, as perceived by the students, is
solely a function of the contemplative practices. However, students used mindful
language and articulated an appreciation for and need to cope with stress and
anxiety by applying self-care and mindfulness-based practices. Moreover, students
expressed a genuine connection with their peers, a primary source of support
for their graduate studies. In recognizing the stress of graduate school, mindfulness-based practices may be a critical component for students to cultivate practices of self-care and a community of peers who further support and affirm their
graduate student experiences.
Despite the positive results of our study, it is not free of limitations. Because
the data relied on self-report through interviews, findings are based on graduate
student perceptions and not objective measures. And, as with many studies, this is
a single-institution study with a small sample size and therefore the results cannot
be generalized to all contexts of graduate student teacher education or all graduate student populations.
Future research might consider quantitative instruments to measure stress
and well-being. To capture the impact of contemplative interventions on teaching
efficacy, future studies might utilize teaching observations to measure changes in
teaching performance and classroom climate. Another important contribution to
this area of inquiry would be longitudinal studies that investigate the long-term
impact of contemplative interventions on graduate students, their inclination to
integrate these practices into their lives, and their ongoing development of social
and emotional competence.
CONCLUSION

As Roeser and colleagues note, “[g]iven the uncertain and emotionally demanding nature of teaching, when teachers do not develop the habits of mind to
manage relevant resources and demands effectively, it can lead to problems
that undermine teacher well-being and instructional practice” (2012, p. 168).
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And this is where teacher education can play an important role. Researchers
have suggested that teacher education support the development of social and
emotional competence and cultivation of community to prepare new teachers
for the demands and challenges they will face in the classroom and to provide
support for their work. Chang proposes that teacher education include the following understandings: “acknowledging that teaching is an emotional profession,
identifying and reflecting on emotions and the underlying cognitive appraisals,
regulating their emotions appropriately, and coping with emotions effectively”
(2009, p. 212). For Schussler and colleagues, teacher development should “…
consider not only the skills the teachers need to care for their students but also
the skills and frame of mind the teachers need to care for themselves so that
they have a greater capacity to meet the needs of their students” (2016, p. 140).
The effect of enhanced well-being and emotional health may benefit not just the
teacher but the students in their classroom, since research has demonstrated
a significant relationship between teacher psychosocial variables and classroom
quality and climate (Jennings et al., 2013). In fact, Roeser and colleagues (2013,
p. 2) state that “mindfulness training for teachers is hypothesized to exert both
direct effects on teachers’ capacities to teach more effectively and indirect effects on students’ capacities to learn more effectively (Jennings & Greenberg,
2009; MLERN, 2012).” Our study suggests that the integration of contemplative
practices in a graduate-level teacher education course may cultivate a sense of
community and support, foster social and emotional awareness, and promote
self-care, advancing our understanding of effective teacher education and professional development of future faculty in higher education.
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This case study of a campus known to incorporate contemplative practices in the
curriculum and co-curriculum explored how a mindful campus is operated as well
as what organizational structures and cultures are in place to support the use
of contemplative practices. Supportive structures include physical structures (i.e.,
a labyrinth and meditation room), non-physical structures (i.e., a faculty learning
community and student meditation club), and financial structures (i.e., a special
professorate and internal grants). Cultural themes that emerged from participants’ description of the campus culture focused on embodiment of the liberal
arts philosophy, community, and connection. All of Tierney’s (2008) aspects of
culture—organizational mission, environment, information sharing, socialization
of members, strategy, and leadership—had some evidence of being supportive of
contemplative education in this campus culture, albeit in varying degrees. However, contemplative education, in itself, does not appear to be adequate to raise
consciousness of issues of privilege, social justice, and diversity without making
these issues explicit aspects of a mindful campus.

INTRODUCTION

The term “mindful campus” describes colleges and universities whose leaders use
contemplative education in the curriculum and co-curriculum with the intention
to engage students in an introspective way of knowing that contributes to the education of the whole person. In contemplative education, students are encouraged
to engage directly in various techniques and then appraise their experience for
meaning and significance (Bush, 2011a). Contemplative educational practices have
the potential to enhance students’ cognitive and academic performance through
development of dispositions underlying independent critical thinking (Sable, 2014),
improved meaning-making and motivation (Bach & Alexander, 2015), and engagement in deeper understandings of oppression (Berila, 2014).
Few organizational studies of specific institutions using contemplative education exist. Among the few is a descriptive article by DuFon and Christian (2013)
that chronicles how a faculty group and a student group on the campus of California State University, Chico developed independently to promote mindfulness
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and contemplative pedagogy on campus and later become a unified faculty/student
group called The Mindful Campus. Three short organizational studies and historical accounts have been prepared on Naropa University (Burggraf, 2011; Goss,
1999; Simmer-Brown, 2009), which was founded on contemplative pedagogy by
Chögyam Trungpa as the first accredited Buddhist-inspired college in the United
States (Goss, 1999). The literature on organizational structures and cultures that
support a mindful campus is clearly limited. The purpose of this research was to
develop a case study of a mindful campus in order to help leaders in higher education better understand a mindful campus and what administrative structure and
culture is necessary to help the phenomenon of contemplative education thrive.
METHODS

This single-case study describes a public liberal arts university enrolling approximately 4,000 undergraduate students, with a student body that is 80% racially
White and equally balanced by male/female. To maintain confidentiality of respondents, we will refer to the university as Contemplative State University. In addition to serving as the site for numerous contemplative activities inside and outside
the classroom, the institution hosts an annual conference related to contemplative education. This conference attracts educators from other states. Despite its
degrees of involvement in contemplative education, it does not have a designated
center or director to coordinate mindfulness activities. Its ability to operate as a
mindful campus relies on other attributes.
After researchers secured permission from the Institutional Review Board,
the key individuals who lead and participate in activities that make the sample
campus mindful were first identified (purposeful sampling) followed by network
sampling (Glesne, 2011). In total, 15 participants (three students, five faculty, four
administrators who are also teaching faculty, one student affairs administrator, and
two staff) were interviewed. Given the limited literature on the organizational
structure and culture of a mindful campus, the interview questions were original
to this study. These questions were based on Tierney’s (2008) six-factor cultural
assessment framework, which has been used in other educational studies to describe particular aspects of culture. These six factors are environment, mission,
socialization, information, strategy, and leadership (Tierney, 2008). Each participant interviewed for the study gave written informed consent to participate in
semi-structured hour-long interviews that were audiotaped and then transcribed.
Additional sources of data included documents related to the organizing and
funding of mindful/contemplative activities, and observations of key events that
could verify, support, or refute the reflections of the interviewees. Six events
were observed, including a campus tour, classes, and organization meetings. More
than 50 organizational documents were also collected and included in the data
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analysis. Interviews and observations were conducted on the university campus
approximately every two weeks for three months. Participants were sought for
interviews until no new information was forthcoming (i.e., to the point of data
saturation per Glesne, 2011).
Data collection and analysis occurred simultaneously (Maxwell, 2013; Merriam, 1988) to allow questions that arose in the analysis to be addressed in subsequent interviews or observations. The transcripts, organizational documents, and
field notes were color coded as the phrases, sentences, or paragraphs related
to the emerging themes: “Structures in place,” “Structures needed,” “Cultures
in place,” and “Cultures needed.” Themes were developed through use of visual
representations such as flow charts and matrices to synthesize the information for
greater understanding in creation of a descriptive narrative.
Respondent validation, which Maxwell (2013) calls “the single most important
way” of ruling out misunderstanding (p. 126), was conducted by having interviewees review a summary of the findings and approve or recommend changes. Findings were presented in person during a meeting of key individuals involved in the
contemplative education phenomenon on the campus. Three of these individuals
had been previously interviewed. Other participants had conflicts and were not
able to attend the presentation but received the summary via email and were invited to submit changes or confirm the narrative.
RESULTS

Contemplative State University is operated as a mindful campus in that it has a
key group of faculty, staff, students, and administrators committed to engaging
themselves and their students inside and outside the classroom with contemplative practices found on the Center for Contemplative Mind in Society’s (CMind)
Tree of Contemplative Practices (2012). The Tree is an illustrated depiction of
30 common practices—such as centering, meditation, yoga, journaling, and deep
listening—that are used in secular organizational and academic settings. The use
of activities on the Tree on this campus is supported by a loosely coupled, collaborative, bottom-up organizational system consisting of specific structural and
cultural elements.
Structures in place
Specific structural elements that supported the use of contemplative practices on
this campus can be described as physical structures, non-physical structures, and
financial structures.
Physical structures: There were two primary physical structures on campus:
a walking labyrinth near the center of campus, and a multi-purpose building that
housed health and wellness activities and a dedicated meditation/yoga room. A

232 THE JOURNAL OF CONTEMPLATIVE INQUIRY . Vol. 4, No. 1 . 2017

student said the labyrinth “doesn’t necessarily get used a lot but it’s there and they
have a little sign that says like ‘Take a moment to meditate.’ So, it’s there, it’s in
your awareness.” When discussing this physical structure, one administrator added the campus is in “a lovely physical space … and I don’t know why [but] I think
of nature and contemplative learning going together.” The multi-purpose building
housed an abundance of recreation, health, and exercise offerings, including yoga
classes, as well as an academic department with faculty who use contemplative
education. The building’s circular meditation room was frequently used by faculty
and student groups and was pointed out during a campus tour for prospective students and their families as a notable and well-used physical structure on campus
for yoga and meditation.
Non-physical structures that support the use of contemplative practices
could be condensed into six themes: (1) faculty and student organizations, (2)
professional development opportunities, (3) annual events, (4) academic and extracurricular courses, (5) a student affairs emphasis, and (6) various levels of administrative authority that support enhanced teaching and learning. Aside from
a faculty/staff contemplative learning circle, a student mindfulness club, and two
annual events related to mindfulness, “I don’t think any of [these structures] were
designed to support contemplative education,” a faculty member said. Instead, the
professor said that faculty “look at ways in which the practices we’re doing and the
reasons we’re doing them align with [the institution’s] mission” and find ways to
collaborate with existing structures. Another faculty member concurred, “There’s
nothing happening at the highest levels to force us to do it right now.”
Two campus groups are critical to supporting contemplative education on this
campus because of the social networking, collaboration, and awareness building
they provide. These groups are the contemplative learning circle for faculty/staff
and the students’ mindfulness club. One faculty member who participates in the
learning circle, and who is relatively new to academia, said the group’s members
“have been immensely helpful in that they have exhibited what it is to have these
kinds of activities, this approach, and then do these activities in their classrooms
and in their own personal practices.” A staff member said the learning circle “has
a certain credibility associated with it” because it is formally recognized by the university as one of several learning circles offered each year through Contemplative
State University’s teaching and learning center.
The student-led mindfulness club has been active for three years and was
started by a student introduced to contemplative practices through a class taught
by one of the faculty in the contemplative learning circle. As one of about 50 official student clubs and organizations on campus, the student mindfulness club receives financial support through the university’s student affairs division. The club’s
constitution described the group as being committed to building a community of
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self-aware individuals by providing structured time and space to practice mindfulness in various forms. A student said, “Every mindfulness club meeting, we bring
in…different speakers and they share their way of contemplative education and
how they bring mindfulness into their daily lives.”
In its ongoing effort to enhance teaching and learning, the university offers
professional development to faculty. This is supported through two major existing
structures: a teaching and learning center, and a campus-wide initiative to support
students’ critical thinking. In addition to its sponsorship of a contemplative learning circle, the teaching and learning center also sponsors monthly guest lectures
and one-on-one consultations. The center financially supports the university’s annual public conference that fosters the concept of a mindful campus which faculty
described as another form of professional development.
Annual events supporting contemplative education on this campus consist of
a student-organized mindfulness festival and a public conference on the mindful
campus concept that attracts educators from surrounding states. The mindfulness
festival is an outgrowth of the student mindfulness club and attracts between 800
and 1200 attendees. One student described the event as intergenerational, adding:
I think that the whole idea of [the event] is, rather than explain
[mindfulness] to people in words, they can come and experience
the whole day. This experience is us trying to relate to each other
mindfully and to ourselves mindfully.
In addition, the university hosts a public conference related to the mindful
campus concept. The conference attracts approximately 80 educators from many
states.
The university’s for-credit academic courses as well as co-curricular courses
in yoga also support contemplative education on this campus. Among the academic courses, most are traditional disciplinary courses in which faculty have woven
in contemplative practices. Some are “how-to” courses focusing on service-learning. The university also offers contemplative practice-specific courses. Non-credit
offerings through the campus recreation area include about 25 yoga classes per
week in the university’s meditation room, with about 10 students attending each
class.
Although the student affairs division does not use the term contemplative
education, one administrator said this type of learning has been emphasized at
the university for a long time. “Because we look at the whole development of the
student, because we’re working with developmental, transitional levels on a traditional college-age student…that’s not a hard sell for me,” the administrator said.
Elaborating further, the administrator said:
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We’ve always believed in, always engaged in, experiential learning
and reflective practice. Where we’ve really expanded in our understanding of that in recent years has really been around stillness,
journaling, storytelling, and… our work in volunteering.
The student affairs division uses contemplative practices in not only yoga
classes but also orientation events for incoming students, leadership programs
and retreats for student leaders, multi-cultural programming, housing, counseling,
service-learning activities, and student clubs. The practices typically include journaling, deep listening, storytelling, visualization, and bearing witness. One student
said, “I feel like the orientation did place a lot of emphasis on reflection and getting to know the other students in our group and stuff, so that was achieved by
discussing our lives.” As to the vocabulary used to describe these activities, the
administrator said, “If I were to use the word contemplative education, [my staff]
would be like ‘What?’ But, if I were to say…self-awareness or reflection or experiential learning, they would be like ‘Yeah, we do that.’”
Contemplative practices are well suited to student life outside the classroom,
a staff member and administrator said, because this is where many stressors and
opportunities to build resilience are found. Students may not “get the same kind
of skill development in their classroom as they might be able to get outside the
classroom when they’re trying to work on how to be successful,” the administrator said. It should be noted that the student affairs unit at Contemplative State
University includes the counseling center. The director indicated that mindfulness
is not taught at the counseling center, although the topic may be included in stress
management programs.
While the university president may not start meetings with a silent meditation, as one administrator said, the majority of people interviewed felt supported
by various levels of authority for their use of contemplative education. Many participants said they included their contemplative work in end-of-year reports and
faculty evaluations and felt rewarded for their efforts. While this direct, tangible
support was noted by some participants, others said they felt supported because
no one was telling them not to use contemplative education. Not all the interviewees felt fully supported, however. While gratefully acknowledging support
received from colleagues within the contemplative learning circle, one administrator indicated no support from peers within the home department. This was
attributed to differing approaches to the academic discipline, as well as cultural
differences. “My colleagues, they just make fun of me in a kind of a light way,” this
person said. “After their fourth joke about mindfulness, then it gets tired, right? …
So, I find I’m very lonely in my department.” To cope, this person said they focus
on their enjoyment in teaching a for-credit course on meditation and working to
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publish mindfulness-related research because “I’m committed…to figure out how
to articulate it…to these doubters.”
Financial structures: Like the non-physical structures mentioned above,
Contemplative State University also has a number of existing financial structures
for enhancing teaching and learning that have simultaneously supported contemplative education. These include a special professorship, internal and external
grants, and academic funds that have been directed in support of hosting the annual conference on the mindful campus concept. There is, however, no separate
budget line items designated for contemplative education.
The primary source of funding has been a new special professorship on campus. A member of the contemplative learning circle was the first person at the
university to hold this position, which gives a tenured faculty member release time
from teaching and money to support a special project of his or her choosing. This
position seems to have been critical to the growth of classroom use of contemplative education at this university because it allowed someone to be a point person
to dedicate time and money to promoting this form of pedagogy. The professorship is a three-year appointment and is renewable one time. The professor holding
this special professorship was quick to explain that the next person selected to
hold the position may likely have a different educational focus that he or she would
want to pursue, which would mean the significant source of funding for contemplative education would end.
An additional financial support came from a grant sponsored by CMind, which
the university received for fostering the use of contemplative practices throughout
its curriculum. This grant resulted in support for the university’s learning circle
and faculty members’ engagement in experiences to enhance their understanding
of contemplative pedagogy: One faculty member attended CMind’s Summer Session on Contemplative Pedagogy, another presented at an ACMHE Conference,
and two worked to integrate contemplative practices into their courses.
Financial support from seven units also supported the annual mindful campus
event, including academic affairs, four academic departments, the special professorship, and the teaching and learning center. In addition, three faculty members
interviewed said they had received stipends through internal grants to redesign
an interdisciplinary course with another faculty member. These funds reportedly
came from the academic affairs office to support interdisciplinary work among faculty to create or redesign a course. An administrator confirmed there are discretionary funds available for improving teaching, which could include developing new
courses or redesigning a course with contemplative content. “We have liberty to
do that,” the administrator said. “I would never turn anybody down if somebody
comes to me and says ‘I need time to work this into my courses.’”
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Cultures in place
The operation of Contemplative State University as a mindful campus also included specific cultural elements. During interviews, participants were first asked
open-ended questions about the culture of the university. Next, participants were
asked to respond to Tierney’s (2008) categories of culture.
Open-ended responses: Two themes emerged from the open-ended responses about the culture of their university: an embodiment of the liberal arts,
and community/connection. Nine out of 15 respondents stated the university’s
liberal arts focus is an important aspect of its culture, which they also said was a
natural fit for contemplative education. One student put it this way:
We’re a liberal arts university, so we focus on an interdisciplinary
approach, which makes the connection between many different
subjects, and I think that provides an environment conducive to
contemplative education because it’s fluid and there’s more room
for exploration outside of the traditional classroom bounds.
An administrator said the liberal arts means a focus on “critical thinking but
also the skills of well-rounded, politically active in some sense, socially engaged …
we bring in students who are really often genuinely interested in learning.” A staff
member described the university as having an overt “celebration of the liberal arts
and integrative interdisciplinary education.”
In this liberal arts culture, there is a focus on teaching. “Teaching is at the
heart of it all,” said a professor. Another professor said, “In a sense, it’s a culture
that is interested in promoting creativity and freedom of thought and freedom of
expression within certain bounds.”
Another emerging theme in participants’ open-ended descriptions of the university culture was connection and community. This was echoed by staff, students,
and faculty. A staff member said:
What makes us tick is that we’re in such a rich, outdoor, beautiful
place and we tend to get the students who want to do more of that
connecting with nature, connecting with themselves, and they want
a little more out of their college experience than just “I’m going to
class and I’m learning this material and I’m graduating.”
Students “care about what’s going on in our community and the broader
spectrum of the world… [and] really care about learning how to make a difference in what’s going on and then going out and actually doing it,” a student said,
noting the university placed high in a recent national ranking for schools making a
difference in their community.
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Strengthening community and connection occurs within the classroom, too.
An administrator indicated being more connected with students when teaching
because:
…doing the contemplative practices in the classroom has, to my
mind, helped me be authentic to my students. I’m not a sham, I’m
not just producing, you know, I’m not just performing or doing a
production. Yeah, I know I’ve learned these materials, but I care
about it. And the one way I want to show that caring is by inviting
you to engage with this practice.
Another professor said, “I didn’t understand a thing about community when
I started doing this. Some of my students alerted me to that when I started doing
it.” The professor recounted a classroom incident during meditation when one
student began quietly crying and left the room. A fellow student soon left to check
on her. The professor continued:
A number of the students told me later, not necessarily that day,
including the one who cried and the one who went out to see if she
was okay, they said, “You know by our doing this, you’re creating a
sense where we feel more deeply connected to each other,” and I
thought it was isolated—like you’re doing your meditation, you’re
doing your meditation—and I didn’t realize… She said, “We’re all
vulnerable, we’re all closing our eyes in a room together and that’s
like really risky.” So that was the first moment where I started to
realize, Oh, this is not just about student A’s experience or performance or whatever. This is about all of them in relation to each
other as well as independently, individually. And I saw much more,
much greater interest in the community aspects of this and looking
for more and more ways to build a stronger community of whatever kind of community you can have in a class that’s artificial (in that)
it only lasts 16 weeks.
Tierney’s elements of cultures: After asking each participant to describe
the university’s culture in their own terms, Tierney’s (2008) six elements of culture were described to participants. These elements are: (1) organization mission,
(2) environment in which the organization operates, (3) socialization of new members, (4) information sharing among members, (5) strategy, and (6) leadership. All
of these elements were in place, to some degree, at Contemplative State University, with strategy being the least-mentioned element.
Organization mission: The university’s written mission statement indicated
that the institution’s liberal arts approach to education emphasizes life skills such
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as critical thinking, open inquiry, thoughtful expression, personal growth, and civic
engagement. All but two people interviewed said this statement, despite not
specifying “contemplative,” set the tone for an environment supportive of contemplative education. That is, in a broad sense the mission statement’s language
could be perceived as embracing contemplative education as part of a liberal
arts mission. Combined in several people’s responses regarding mission was
reference to the university’s new strategic plan. These responses indicated that
mission and strategic plan can go hand in hand in people’s minds. The university’s
strategic planning website contained reference to the mission statement being
revised and said a mission is what leads the plans, strategies, programs, and culture of the university.
Environment: In addressing the environment in which the organization operates as an aspect of culture, the students immediately began describing the geographic location of the campus, saying the surrounding city is very open-minded
and activist and social-justice oriented, just like the university. There was an even
split among faculty, staff, and administrators regarding identifying “environment”
as the surrounding metropolis, as opposed to the campus community, administration, or state politics. As with students’ comments, their comments about the
city included: “The culture of this area beyond the campus…is supportive of these
practices,” and “We are a place that totally supports alternative and complementary practices of all kinds.”
Among those faculty, staff, and administrators who identified environment as
limited to campus, there were mixed comments regarding whether that environment was supportive. Two people noted the physical presence of a walking labyrinth as indicative of a supportive environment, with one professor saying, “That’s
as important as the library to what we do. It’s a symbol of something. Basically, it
says, ‘think and reflect, be mindful, contemplate.’ It’s what we do here.” An administrator said, “the environment, clearly, because we believe in educating the whole
person and part of it is the mindfulness.” Another administrator narrowed environment to mean a specific division in which he/she worked, saying the division
was supportive of contemplative education but questioned the rest of campus’s
support of that division’s efforts:
If you’re treated like a second-class citizen, which many staff are on
college campuses, then you can get that dynamic where you don’t
feel you have a supportive environment, where your faculty could
engage in this work as a partner.
Another administrator defined environment as the university’s administration
and said it was not supportive of contemplative education since it did not include
contemplative education in the university’s mission statement. A professor ref-
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erenced environment as meaning all of higher education and said it does support
contemplative education:
We’re part, as you know, of a larger national movement with more
and more schools going in this direction, so there’s interest in that.
In terms of emphasis on educating the whole student, that’s an
important part of higher education.
This same person further referenced the state’s politics, saying contemplative practices “can offer some people an opportunity to find some comfort and
strength in a very oppressive, unfriendly, and unsupportive political situation.”
Socialization: In regard to the aspect of culture involving socialization of
members, most participants seemed to perceive socialization of new members
as supporting contemplative education on their campus—at least for faculty and
students, and this was in large part substantiated in the documents review. The
opportunities for socialization for faculty included orientation for new faculty
members where all learning circles are explained, including the contemplative
learning circle; the introduction of reflection and contemplation to cohorts in the
university’s campus-wide initiative to strengthen students’ critical thinking abilities; and a faculty mentoring program where a more seasoned professor is paired
with a newcomer to help them through their first year on campus. A professor
said awareness of contemplative education “trickles in,” depending on who serves
as the mentor. One administrator said, “I do think that new faculty are attuned
to having all these learning opportunities.” One professor, however, said the campus’s socialization around contemplative education is “very self-selective. I think
people find out about it not necessarily through the hiring process. I think people
fall into it later, when they realize other people are doing it.”
For students, even though the terminology used by staff in student affairs
differs from that of faculty, move-in day and orientation events were noted as opportunities for staff to learn the interests of students and align them with suitable
activities. For example, a staff member who assists with move-in day said, “So,
like, if they are really interested in X, Y, and Z, we’re, like, ‘Oh, we have these
programs you might like’ as we’re helping them unload.” An administrator said
getting students socially engaged is a priority “so they feel like they belong here.”
This person continued, “If they feel they belong here then they’re not going to the
meditation class by themselves, or if they are, it’s because they’re going to meet
new friends. That meditation group has become their friends, and that’s exciting.
We don’t want them hanging out in their rooms and not doing anything.”
There were mixed perceptions, however, regarding how new staff are socialized around contemplative education. A few faculty indicated they assumed
the same socialization was held for staff as for them, but one administrator said
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“probably not so much with staff.” A staff member addressed this disparity head
on, saying,
It’s being established right from the beginning for new faculty as,
like, this is something that we do here. It might not be something
you choose to do but it’s something we do. …Staff usually get
forgotten in all this, but the fact that we open the mindful campus
workshop, for example, to staff for them to participate—there’s
not that many that choose to participate because they’ve been socialized to think those programs are not for them—but, we do
open up the opportunity and the faculty learning circle, too, is
open to staff and so that’s kind of important as well.
Student affairs staff are more socialized around this topic, even though, as
noted earlier, the terminology used to describe it is different.
Information sharing: Email and personal communication were the primary
means noted by faculty and staff for sharing of information on campus about contemplative education and related activities. One professor said, “Various emails,
invitations, personal communication, interaction with people. They know who’s
in the learning circle. I’ve had people come up to me and say ‘What do you do
there?’ It really runs the whole gamut.” Students indicated social media as being
the most used form of information sharing about contemplative education, particularly Facebook, although the mindfulness club does have a webpage, as do all
student clubs, through the student activities website. A faculty member said the
student organization was responsible for getting the word out about mindfulness,
more so than faculty: “They’re at freshman orientations, they’re tabling at student
work fairs. That is where a lot of that information is happening and for [name of
mindfulness festival] they have huge posters on Facebook and they do all sorts of
advertising.”
Despite these initiatives, one staff member indicated seeing very little information sharing about contemplative education on campus. An administrator said
the campus community doesn’t always communicate well:
Our faculty/staff, I think there is a lot of good people and a lot of
good work, and very little communication…you don’t know what
the right hand is doing and the left hand is over here. I don’t know
how to describe that culturally, but I think that is a piece of our
culture where it’s like “Oh, they’re now saying that, too?” That
happens a lot… “Are you doing that, too? Why are we both doing
this?” I can’t think of the term for that, but that happens a lot.
Another administrator noted information “comes from different conferences,
workshops, books people are reading.”
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Strategy: The strategy aspect of culture garnered a variety of responses.
One administrator said, “I can’t answer” whether institutional strategy supports
contemplative education, adding “I guess that’s a no.” Another administrator said
decisions at this university are made “bottom-up, they are not top-down. . . very
few things are actually top-down, especially in terms of any techniques or what
you do in your classroom… Decision-making comes from the faculty and is then
brought up.” One professor mentioned shared governance in decision-making.
Another professor said:
In so far as the strategy has been in service of the liberal arts,
you know, then there’s strategic support for contemplative learning. Strategy evokes for me the idea of administrators, and I think
sometimes there’s a bifurcation between administrators and their
interests and faculty and students and their interests, and obviously
faculty interests may be different from student interests and stuff.
So there’s all sorts of different interests.
Other faculty, staff, and administrators mainly referenced three areas when
discussing strategy at this university: the university’s strategic plan, operations
of the learning circle, and the key person behind this campus’s contemplative activities. One administrator said the existence of learning circles was an effective
strategy for contemplative education. One professor described the learning circle
as “very egalitarian,” with members following through on what they say they will
do. As to the leader of the learning circle, one administrator praised this person’s
strategy as being inclusive of all people and also being “really good about not pushing people.” Another professor in describing strategy that supports contemplative
education said:
I don’t think a mindful campus requires that everybody participates,
right? So I think that’s actually central to the vision of this… It’s,
you know, it’s an invitation. And it’s something that a lot of people
have found useful and helpful and it has created communities on
campus that cross faculty/staff and student lines. And I think there
are very few places that that’s as fluid depending upon what people
are interested in.
Students said they were unfamiliar with strategy employed by the university’s
administration, but they said their student club and events strategies were based
on small-group input or decision-making made in isolation.
Leadership: Asked whether leadership was a cultural aspect that supports
contemplative education, most participants indicated leadership supports this initiative on campus, mainly in administrators’ awareness of it and no actions to stop
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them from doing it. Participants seemed to agree that the top leadership, including
the president, understands what contemplative education is. One administrator
said of the president, “I know [the president] is open to it. I haven’t had any discussion just on that with [the president], but from what I understand [the president]
is supportive of that.” A professor noted, “It’s helpful when the existing leaders
have an idea of what contemplative practice and pedagogy are because they can
then support it being used in our classrooms.” Students indicated liking the new
top leader and other upper-level administrators, with one student saying, “I don’t
think any administration leadership would shoot down contemplative education.”
Participants indicated that various levels of authority support contemplative
practices as they would other methods of enhancing teaching and learning. “This
administration basically says, ‘Do your thing, be creative,’” one professor said.
Despite this support, though, “we haven’t really had anybody sit with us from the
administration,” another professor noted about the learning circle.
The majority of research participants worked in academic affairs or student
affairs where they indicated a supportive culture toward contemplative education in their work with students, but this was less so for one staff member who
worked in another area of campus. This person said:
I wouldn’t say from my understanding of how senior leadership
makes decisions or works through problems, that this is being incorporated at their level. …I mean, I’ve thought about it… It’s funny, when I was at that [name of conference] a couple summers ago
we talked about how we spend so much time talking about how to
incorporate this into our classrooms, but who has the courage to
incorporate this into a faculty meeting, you know? Who’s going to
propose that it’s going to become part of our department gatherings, who’s going to bring this, I mean, am I going to bring this to
the next meeting with my colleagues? We’re not really there yet.
Not to say that anybody would have a meltdown or anything if we
did propose it, but I don’t know if we’re at that level of cultural
saturation.
Recommendations: Structures and Cultures Needed
Participants had a variety of responses when asked about what additional structures and cultures were needed, if any, to better support their university as a
mindful campus. Many seemed to think something more could be done, either
structurally or culturally, to better support Contemplative State University as a
mindful campus, while others said it was simply a matter of engaging more people in the structures and cultures that already existed. In explaining his response
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of “maybe nothing” is needed, one professor said, “ I think the institution does
its best when it gets out of people’s way.” Two staff members, a student, and a
professor said more participation by others on campus is what is needed, with
one staff member explaining more precisely: “There’s a lot and it becomes getting
more people engaged in the opportunities that exist instead of, like, new structures.”
Nearly everyone interviewed recommended an established, ongoing funding
line to continue existing initiatives, especially considering that the person holding
the special professorship position can only do so for a certain number of years.
When the person’s term expires, the position is given to someone else whose
academic interests may be different. A comment heard from both faculty and
staff was to make available more training on how to incorporate mindfulness into
teaching, beyond just the annual conference and existing professional development
opportunities. One professor remarked that contemplative education can’t be
forced:
I think it has to be somewhat self-driven, the whole venture. It can’t
be something that’s forced upon you and that’s where my issue
comes up again with what other people think I’m doing or should
be doing. You can’t all of a sudden impose mindfulness on somebody. They have to be coming from that place where they’re like I
felt: “This is important for myself and because I realize that myself
I can also share this with others.”
An administrator suggested greater communication and collaboration between student affairs and academic affairs to provide contemplative practices to
students, drawing on the yoga expertise and other experience student affairs staff
have with leading self-awareness and reflection exercises in developing the whole
student. This might also include formalizing contemplative practices into the curriculum, as service-learning has been at Contemplative State University.
For cultures needed, again there was a desire by some for greater participation in the existing culture that supports contemplative education. Among more
specific suggestions, most participants’ comments fit into three categories: administrative behaviors, language, and concepts of learning. A majority of participants
indicated any cultural change must start at the top, by administration taking a
more top-down approach such as inserting contemplative education more specifically into the strategic plan and university branding, endowing a full-time professorship in contemplative pedagogy, becoming a “personal champion” of contemplative practices, working to boost staff involvement, and demonstrating the
practices in their meetings and strategies. The latter, especially, would go a long
way in “anchoring it in the culture,” a staff member said.
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As to language, three people mentioned expanding the conversation about
contemplative education, which requires using the same vocabulary across campus, and remaining “open culturally,” as one staff member said, “so that there isn’t
a kind of tendency to exclude students who might not be down with all the rest of
the [identity] trappings...For students I think that’s a critical issue.”
Two professors seemed to resist top-down inclusion of contemplative education in the campus culture, with one instead saying:
I think we had a pretty good culture here before we started doing
this stuff, and so I’m not sure what it would mean for us to be a
mindful campus. …Maybe we could be a mindful campus in the
sense that we recognize and include in our toolbox of tools we use
as part of the way we teach our students and the way we work
with each other, that we draw on these techniques to help realize the deepest goals and vision and inspiration for the university.
That’s how I would see it. It’s not like “Oh, a mindful campus where
you encounter mindfulness practices everywhere you go”—yeah,
you will encounter those in some places you go, you will encounter
other things, but we’re all working toward the same goal.
To keep the number of contemplative education supporters in perspective, a
staff member said when talking about culture, “There are many, many, many faculty who have zero interest in this whatsoever [laughs], so we shouldn’t overstate
how pervasive the culture is, but again it’s more about openness to and tolerance
of it than you would find on another campus.” As one professor said, however, “I
keep hearing it more and more as a sort of mainstream idea that is intersecting
with other important aspects on campus.”
One professor said greater diversity is a cultural change needed—not only
for the general campus population but also to better support Contemplative
State University as a mindful campus. Because the university is predominantly
White, this professor said, its mindfulness community is, too. As the university has
worked to increase its overall diversity, the professor said a leader of the student
mindfulness club was wanting to diversify club membership, too, and together
with faculty mentors was asking the question, What does it look like to create
spaces where people feel invited in?
Social Justice and Diversity Perspectives
The interview questions for this case study did not specifically address social
justice or diversity, but in addition to the professor’s comments offered above
in regards to improved culture, social justice-related information occasionally
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emerged in comments made by faculty, administrators, and students. As stated
earlier, Contemplative State University is majority White. When interviewees
were asked why they incorporate contemplative activities into their teaching or
events, their reasons focused mainly on students’ personal growth, reflection,
introspection, and self-awareness. These reasons were followed by strengthening
students’ connection to themselves, the material they are studying, and to each
other; openness/awareness; stillness/slowing down; the opportunity to transition
to the current class period; and to build a sense of community within the class.
Social justice was not an explicit goal or stated outcome of using contemplative
education on this campus. One professor, however, gave examples of how using
contemplative practices can be used in exploring social or political systems or
unpacking identity. An administrator mentioned self-reflection and deep listening
skills as having been useful in assisting students as they look at social justice issues.
Despite a lack of expressed intention for using contemplative education to
address social justice and diversity, students’ comments seemed to indicate that
being exposed to contemplative practices supported their own attention to social
causes on a campus where people “really care about learning how to make a difference in what’s going on,” as one student said. For example, all students and one
staff member interviewed noted the crossover among students who are active in
the campus’s environmental movement and the campus’s mindfulness activities. A
student recalled an environmental student group presentation on animal agriculture, which included time for self-reflection, open dialogue, and deep listening. “I
definitely think that was contemplative, more contemplative than the other events
I’ve been to,” the student said. Another student said contemplative education fits
into the campus culture that is already “very activist, social-justice oriented” in
that it supports “knowing and being mindful of your place in society.” The student
continued,
That takes a contemplative education and a higher education to
understand where you stand. I’ve learned so much about my privilege and where it’s put me in society and how it indirectly impacts
other people. That’s, like, a whole different level of awareness, you
know? Just walking around knowing the privilege that I’ve grown up
in. That’s how activism fits into being aware.
Contemplative State University has a diversity and inclusion initiative and defines diversity as a means of creating and supporting an inclusive and sustainable
community, in which “people of all backgrounds interact respectfully and…each
member is valued.” However, one administrator said that, while students at the
university are generally open and curious about diverse ideas and people, some
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faculty are not: “That’s my sense of the culture… This place is so parochial that
[after many years here] still I am an outsider.” A student shared that despite its
open-mindedness Contemplative State University is “a very White school” with
socioeconomic diversity but not racial diversity. This paradox mirrors the local
community, which the student also described as “diverse” but “segregated.” The
student added that some professors have used the local community as a teaching
tool through service-learning to explore socioeconomic and race issues. “As a
White person, I’ve appreciated that I’ve learned about that problem in [name of
city] and I’ve learned about structural racism,” the student said.
DISCUSSION

This case study adds to the small literature that already exists of specific institutions using contemplative education. What can be learned from this case study?
Contemplative State University operates as a loosely coupled, collaborative, bottom-up organizational system in relation to contemplative education. This system
confirms much of the literature surrounding organization theory and contemplative education. In particular, the findings fit well with descriptions of a loosely
coupled system (Weick, 1976), collaborative systems (Kezar & Lester, 2009), and
the quantum paradigm (Manning, 2013). In addition, the integral nature of teaching
and learning centers as presented by Barbezat and Pingree (2012) was supported.
Several models for how contemplative practices are incorporated into college and
universities have been outlined by Wall (2014). These models include practice-specific courses, coursework of any discipline that weaves in the use of contemplative
practices, and on-campus extracurricular activities, all of which were in use at
Contemplative State University. Thurman (2006) encouraged the use of centers
for contemplative education, and while the non-scholarly literature revealed that
some institutions are changing their organizational structure to support contemplative education through centers (Barlow, 2016; Cannon, 2012; West Chester
University, n.d.), this was not the case at Contemplative State University. Instead
of having a center, the university utilized existing structures to support contemplative education.
The six aspects of Tierney’s (2008) cultural assessment framework were also
present to varying degrees, although aspects of this framework were not foremost in the minds of the participants. Individuals at Contemplative State University working in academic affairs and those working in student affairs tended to
use different terms for the application of activities within The Tree of Contemplative Practices (contemplative education versus self-awareness and reflection),
so it may be possible that Tierney’s (2008) use of the words “socialization” and/or
“information sharing” might be interchangeable with terms more frequently used
by participants— “community” and “connection.” In the spirit of Wheatley (2006),
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who suggested an organization can co-evolve as its participants interact with it,
Contemplative State University demonstrates continued growth as new relationships and interconnectedness are forming and ideas for new initiatives, such as a
possible contemplative minor, are being developed.
There are several limitations to the study. Results cannot generalize to all institutions—unless, perhaps, they have similar structures and cultures. Interviews
were conducted with faculty, administrators, students, and staff, but additional
perspectives might have surfaced with additional interviews. This case study is a
snapshot of one public, liberal arts university with a majority White population
during a particular period of time. Given the ongoing nature of change at the
university, the current description of Contemplative State University may well
be outdated in the near future. While this case study provides insight into how a
mindful campus can operate organizationally, other possible narratives for explaining the observations could be developed given the inevitable biases present in the
researchers’ frames of reference.
The organization of Contemplative State University can inform leaders in
higher education how to act in ways that support the development of contemplative education. Based on findings of this study, the researchers encourage administrative leaders to allow physical space for contemplative practices such as areas
for outdoor labyrinths or meditation rooms. Further, the bottom-up organizational system in which contemplative education emerged at Contemplative State
University suggests that administrators can encourage contemplative education
in several ways: Emerging leaders in contemplative education need administrative
support as well as financial resources. Professional development training in contemplative practices can be incorporated into the offerings of already existing centers for teaching excellence. Support for both credit and extracurricular courses
that focus on contemplative methods can be provided. In addition, administrators
can also support student-led initiatives that include the formation of clubs and
organizing of special events. Leaders should also be aware that employees in academic affairs and student affairs may use different vocabulary to describe the
same educational goals, and that aligning terminology may unify mindful campus
initiatives.
In the interviews for this case study, issues of social justice and diversity surfaced but were not explicitly a focus of the interview questions. As such, these
issues were not overtly addressed by most of the participants, although there
was a consistent theme of the role of contemplative education in supporting the
development of a classroom community, as well as civic and community involvement. The majority White demographic of the campus can help explain why the
responses regarding awareness of white privilege were limited to a few of the
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participants. While students did seem to be aware of social justice and diversity
issues, contemplative education, in itself, does not appear to be adequate to raise
consciousness of issues of privilege, social justice, and diversity without making
these issues explicit aspects of a mindful campus. Future research might address
this aspect more explicitly by including awareness of privilege, social justice, and
diversity as part of the primary interview questions.
CONCLUSION

Contemplative State University’s operation as a mindful campus is based on its use
of activities found on CMind’s Tree of Contemplative practices inside and outside
the classroom, which is supported by a loosely coupled, collaborative, bottom-up
organizational system. This operation includes physical, non-physical, and financial structures; as well as a culture based on the embodiment of the liberal arts,
community, and connection. For colleges and universities considering operation
as a mindful campus or strengthening their existing initiatives in contemplative
education, this study describes a mindful campus and the structures and cultures
in place that support contemplative education and offers suggestions for leaders
considering contemplative initiatives on their campuses. The inherent openness
and curiosity associated with the liberal arts tradition makes the use of contemplative education at this university a natural fit and, through this educational approach, participants are strengthening their community and connection—with
themselves, their peers, in the classroom and across campus, with populations
nearby, and beyond. Explicit goals of social justice and diversity were not indicated
in this campus’s use of contemplative education, but students expressed a developing awareness of their place and possible privilege in the world due, in part, to
having been exposed to contemplative practices.
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