
CHAPTER ONE 

Honouring Time and Space: 

A Return to the Body 

 ‘I think therefore I am. Does that mean ‘I feel therefore I’m not’? But only through feeling can I get at thinking.’ 

Winterson (1994, p. 89) 

‘We still do not know what a body can do.’ 

Probyn (2004, p. 23) 

 ‘We have reached a moment in history when it is time to reenvision certain basic aspects of the existing models 

of teaching and research in higher education in order to foster a deeper knowledge of the nature of our existence 

as human beings in a world that is intricately interrelated on many levels.’ 

Roth (2006, p. 1787) 



1.1 Preface to this thesis  

This study draws upon a number of schools of thought. I have been influenced by critical and 

contemplative pedagogies, higher education curriculum studies, empirical psychology studies which 

report the effects of meditation and other contemplative practices on mental health and psychological 

wellbeing, some literature on the corporatization of the university and of course ancient eastern and 

western philosophical, religious and spiritual traditions. I have learned a great deal from these schools 

of thought, and while my work shares some of their characteristics, it is different in its blending of 

philosophical and practical concerns. This study is more academically focused than those on self-help 

and spirituality, more optimistic than works on the corporatization of the university and more body-

oriented than those on conventional higher education curriculum studies.  

 

1.2 Positioning my “self” in this educational research 

This chapter opens with how my personal story and current life and work met somewhere along the 

way—to give you a sense of how this thesis I present all came into being. This could in truth be any 

and every body’s story, and so I use “self” tentatively. Indeed, much of the meditative process is one 

of gradually loosening one’s identification with “self” entirely. A process much like the educational 

process—conscious or unconscious—that never truly ends. This chapter opens in such a manner 

because the importance of researcher positionality is a continuous ethical consideration throughout 

this thesis (Pillow, 2003), as are the enduring educational values of critical reflection, self-reflexivity 

and critical first-person experience. Upon which, I elaborate in depth in the chapters that follow this 

one. Later, I also introduce body-oriented integral development and rationalise its need in higher 

education pedagogy and curriculum. I describe my personal story of how the exploration of yoga, 

meditation, and other contemplative practices, began. I also unpack what is meant by honouring time 

and space in this chapter’s title, as well as why a return to the body enriches all forms of living 

inquiry in higher education.  

 

1.2.1 Unearthing meditation and other contemplative practices  



Having long been interested in both eastern and western philosophical, religious and spiritual 

traditions, as an adolescent I studied the mythic, mystic and esoteric with great enthusiasm, mostly 

through art and literature, purely on an intellectual level. This enthusiasm continued into my under-

graduate education where I graduated from the University of Warwick’s faculty of arts and 

humanities. I travelled and taught Italian and English in many countries in my twenties and although 

captivated by the cultural currents of daily life, I still lived entirely in my mind. I had not turned 

towards an embodied living practice until much later. I was far away from my body. This story that 

follows feels so distant from me now I almost cannot believe it was part of the past I experienced. To 

echo the words of Cohen, Manion and Morris (2018) in educational research—on matters of ethics in 

reporting and dissemination of information about oneself and others—attention must be given to 

confidentiality, anonymity and non-traceability, particularly so for reporting troubling events 

involving individuals. For this reason, I have clouded the finer details of the story that follows, in 

which a previous partner’s identity is described. Reports of the following event are genuine but 

deliberately vague, and information on times and places has been intentionally disguised. 

During young adulthood, I stayed in an abusive relationship that left me with two cracked ribs, 

chipped teeth, a number of hidden bodily scars, two hospital visits (one much more serious than the 

other) and many other visible and invisible souvenirs. Of which the countless physical ones were not 

half as troubling. Sometimes it is hard to believe that this abuse went on for almost three years. There 

are a few more torrid events that precede and follow this series of events, but I suspect I need not 

share any more for you to understand how I eventually turned towards meditation and other 

contemplative practices. The reasons that an emerging adult should find themselves in a situation like 

this are many and complex: two of the most obvious in my case were perhaps inexperience (it was my 

first relationship) and perhaps isolation (I was far away from family). And there are many ways that 

an emerging adult should attempt to recover from a traumatic experience of this nature. I turned to 

various forms of self-help and spirituality and have not since stopped. I was able to recognise ideas 

and practices from almost everything I had previously been reading for many years, but the direct 

experience was far more impactful for its relevance and personalisation than any piece of art or 

literature could convey. Among other more conventional forms of support, meditation and yoga in 



particular steadily provided a depth of understanding and knowledge for me that cannot be met 

through conventional cognitive processes. Not even the more complex ones such as rationalisation or 

reasoning.  

These practices slowly revealed themselves as a conduit that was previously hidden from me, 

mostly because they shifted my attention to the body and the mind-body rather than where I had been 

living until then, in the mind alone. I wanted to understand more deeply, what lived within me to 

enliven such internal and external conflicts? Some questions I began to ask: how could this have 

happened? Why do I not recognise myself? Was I lacking this much in self-awareness and self-

understanding? What role had I played? Was it untruthful to believe I was a victim rather than a co-

creator? What could I undo? How should I move forward after this without maintaining a strong 

attachment to my past? And without also pretending that it had not happened at all? What else should 

I try to understand more deeply? Indeed, these are uncomfortable questions with uncomfortable 

implications. Implications that I am careful not to share openly with others who have experiences of 

abuse for risk of legitimising abusive behaviour or inducing guilt and a heavy burden of responsibility 

in the abused. Yet, delving deeper—despite the discomfort—enabled me to gain considerable clarity, 

self-knowledge and agency in confronting (and gradually undoing) the inner tropes and deep-rooted 

beliefs that contributed significantly to what had happened in my life until this point. This work is 

never done.  

I have come to realise, more importantly, that one always has the possibility to question and 

explore inwardly to acquire complementary, alternative and unprecedented knowledge into almost 

anything and everything. The body anchors us in this process of deep exploration and deep 

questioning. An orientation towards the body is fundamental in the process of discovering and 

uncovering the unknown; turning the focus of inquiry inwards to the body enables the witnessing of 

events from drastically different perspectives than those ordinarily more dominant. The mind is far 

cruder (and louder). The mind is swift to cling onto the most actionable and tangible answer as the 

right answer. Hence body-orientedness offers drastically different insights to those that the mind alone 

constantly (and often so incessantly) provides us with otherwise.  

 



1.2.2 Integrating meditation and other contemplative practices into my life and work 

I have now spent more than a decade teaching in higher education institutions, half of that time in my 

current place of work in eastern China. Since the time of the traumatic experience, I have explored 

embodied living practices extensively. I have sustained a daily practice (sadhana in Sanskrit) for 

some time and have trained extensively in integral yoga (an integral practice that mainly fuses 

techniques dhyana yoga, hatha yoga and kundalini yoga) jñana yoga (the yoga of wisdom) and 

karuna yoga (the yoga of compassion) mostly in Europe; in vipassana (also known as insight 

meditation in the west), the classical Theravada Buddhist origins of mindfulness meditation in many 

countries, and in foundational Taoist philosophy and meditative practices, including yin yoga, 

throughout my time in living Asia. My intellectual curiosity turned into an experiential curiosity, and 

I slowly began to discover and uncover the body. I continue to train regularly and broaden my 

embodied living practices to this day, for myself and for my students. 

I do not necessarily consider meditation and other contemplative practices to be therapeutic in 

nature, although they can be as much of the research thus far demonstrates. However, if contemplative 

practices are mishandled when introduced to students, damage can be done to their psyches (see 

Wilber, 1993). Meditation can certainly be used as a therapeutic tool, but not with everyone (see Ellis, 

2008) given that ‘repressed and traumatic material can easily resurface during intense meditation’ 

(Farias & Wikholm, 2015, p. 144). Rather, I consider these practices to be educational in nature in 

that they are intended for radical knowledge-seeking. As Farias and Wikholm (2015) remind us well: 

 

‘Meditation wasn’t developed so we could lead stressful less lives or improve our wellbeing. Its 

primary purpose was much more radical – to rupture your idea of who you are; to shake to the core 

your sense of self so that you realize there is ‘nothing there’. But that’s not how we see meditation 

courses promoted in the West. Here, meditation has been revamped as a natural pill that will quieten 

your mind and make you happier’ (p. 144).  

 

In Chapter Five when research ethics is discussed, I return to the perils of attempting to rupture one’s 

sense of self through meditation by demonstrating how this can be initiated in educational contexts 

with sensitivity, integrity and self-reflexivity on the part of the teacher. Sooner in both Chapter 

Three and Chapter Four, I also return to critique the shallow but pervasive way in which meditation 



and other contemplative practices have been ‘revamped as a natural pill’ (p. 144) for wellbeing, 

happiness and economic success (rebranded as “abundance”). It should be noted that the way in which 

I happened upon meditation and other contemplative practices—in attempting to overcome trauma—

is not the only way one might begin. We all have memories of past experiences, as far back as when 

we are in the womb some have argued (Grof, 1985; Levine, 1997; Janus, 2001). We have all 

experienced trauma, grave and minor. The remnants we carry with us everywhere, the memories 

reside (and even harden) in our bodies. Some subtle responses to the effects of trauma include a loss 

of connection (Levine, 1997). This can be a loss of connection to the self and the body, to the other 

and the world, all of which are so interconnected that they are inseparable from one another. Indeed, 

the common thread running through all contemplative practices is the emphasis on connection: 

‘lead[ing] us beyond the mundane to deeper kinds of connection’ (Sheldrake, 2017, p. 204). 

Experiential modes of learning and knowing that work directly and explicitly with the body 

are effective in unpacking deep-rooted trauma—but not only trauma. Insights, self-realisations, 

personal curiosities, human qualities and other modes and inner learning, knowing and being, that 

remain hidden from our conscious lives can also be unpacked. Our bodies are tremendous sites of 

knowledge. We all have the capacity to learn and know through our bodies. Why then must I insist on 

the integration of meditation into higher education pedagogy and curriculum? It is not only about 

generating personal change and enhancing individual wellbeing. It is about returning to sensing from 

within the body; sensing is a state that supports this deepening of learning and knowing in us all. And 

it is more primal, subtle, indefinable and profound than thinking alone.  

 

1.2.3 Maintaining realistic expectations for personal change and knowing 

Meditation and other contemplative practices do not necessarily change an individual. Personal 

change has been studied extensively in the field of psychology, and the results are not especially 

promising with most finding that personality is fixed beyond the age of thirty in particular (Roberts, 

Walton & Viechtbauer, 2006). Yet I do not mean to suggest that it is little possible to experience 

significant personal change. The reasons for this change though, are many and complex: maturing is 

one, there is positive evidence to suggest that we become warmer, more self-confident and more self-



reliant with age (Roberts & Mroczek, 2008). There is more: entheogenic practices (Griffiths, Richards, 

McCann & Jesse, 2006; MacLean, Johnson & Griffiths, 2011), non-ordinary states and trances 

induced by various combinations of breath-work, body-work, music and/or sensory deprivation, such 

as holotropic breathing (Spivak, Kropotov, Spivak & Sevostyanov, 1994; Grof & Grof, 2017), 

religious experiences (James, 1902) and other ‘peak experiences’ (Maslow, 1964) all offer promise 

for undoing social conditioning and facilitating personal change. One might have already heard from 

naïve or ideological propagators and self-proclaimed gurus of meditation and other contemplative 

practices that radical personal change will definitely be experienced. Towards whom, we must always 

reserve generous helpings of judgement and scepticism.  

These practices do, however, have the potential to unlock a dimension of one’s being yet to 

be discovered or uncovered. For this reason, I always urge those interested in my work to experience 

it directly as opposed to simply seeking out lengthy intellectualisations alone. Indeed, one of the many 

reasons this thesis has been so hard to write is that intellectualisations (conveyed through words) of an 

embodied living practice are by default rather unnatural, since thinking is not the main medium from 

which knowledge and understanding come. I return to this somewhat contradictory assertion in 

Chapter Five when I describe and justify my methodology for this study. In sum, dependent on 

various other complex, nuanced and unpredictable factors, I do maintain that meditation has the 

ability to propel significant personal change and more.  

Yet I do not wish to exaggerate the impact that meditation and other contemplative practices 

have on depth of knowledge and personal change. Beyond all reasonable and evidence-based 

arguments that one may put forward, there is a fundamental ingredient needed before any potentially 

transformative experiences can be a realistic ambition: a willingness and personal interest (a spirit of 

inquiry) to explore and develop oneself integrally. Meditation and other contemplative practices are 

predominantly practices of freedom: practices that are freely engaged in and that help to liberate their 

practitioners from the limitations of mind (Goldstein, 2003). As such, a willingness to abandon what 

one thinks they already know is a prerequisite, and so it would be contradictory to compel a practice. 

In a sense, embarking upon a practice of meditation is to enter an abyss (the unknown and uncertain), 

where knowledge can come from any direction and in any form—crudely or subtly—and cannot be so 



easily predicted. A terrifying thought. A terrifying endeavour. Some have called this entering the 

darkness (Jung, 1973; cited in Clark, 1994). I continue to refer to this notion as entering with a spirit 

of inquiry—entering the unknown without the expectation of a particular outcome—despite the 

possible discomfort and lack of tangibility that may follow. This spirit of inquiry is too a pre-requisite 

for honest academic inquiry. That is, at the start, during and by the end of the process of honest 

academic inquiry, one simply does not in all certainty know what might be discovered and uncovered.  

The reason I work specifically on the integration of various forms of yoga and meditation is 

simply because they are embodied living practices that I am trained in, have now taught for more than 

six years, and have practiced for far longer. These are practices that I therefore trust I can impart with 

sensibility and discernment since they form part of my own sadhana, at the very least. Integrating 

meditation and other contemplative practices can be invaluable to those present in learning 

environments who are prepared and willing to explore deeply. I would also emphasise that rather than 

changing personality and unique qualities in individuals, meditation and other contemplative practices 

release the body from the stronghold of the mind.  

 

1.3 The educational context  

In describing the educational context for this study, I begin to demonstrate how this thesis draws upon 

three schools of thought: critical and contemplative pedagogies, the corporatisation of the university, 

and philosophical, religious and spiritual traditions that privilege sensing through the body as the 

main mode of inquiry. In the first section, I draw upon my professional experience to critique the 

corporatization of the university on the obvious limitations it poses to the philosophical ideas of the 

university as a social institution. In the following section, I ask for the recalling of what higher 

education is for and what pedagogues are here to do, within the narrower framing of my current place 

of work. As an aside before continuing, I should clarify why I adopt the term “pedagogue” and not 

other terms throughout this thesis. I draw upon the term “pedagogue” to broadly label one who 

engages in pedagogic practices with students in higher education and at the university. There are a 

number of teaching roles in the university, all with varying labels including: educator, lecturer, 

assistant professor, associate professor, teacher, teacher-educator, teacher-researcher, teacher trainer, 



teaching assistant and tutor. The term “pedagogue” then has been adopted merely as an umbrella term 

and not as a means of describing a particular pedagogic approach, style or ethos. Finally, in the third 

section I return full-circle to a renewed way of sensing, knowing (and by consequence also resisting) 

the university and higher education in its current form in my place of work, through the integration of 

meditation and other contemplative practices in higher education.  

 

1.3.1 My university role and working life  

I design, build, teach on and convene the compulsory courses for our International Communications 

(IC) first-year programme at the University of Nottingham Ningbo China (UNNC) that feed into the 

faculty of humanities and social sciences second-, third- and fourth-year programme. In addition, I 

run the staff yoga programme, and teach alongside three other yoga teachers that I have recruited. 

Finally, I run near-daily drop-in meditation sessions for staff and students and the elective course at 

the heart of this study. At this university, the majority of our students are from Mainland China 

(approximately 90%), with a minority from countries that include Indonesia, Taiwan, Russia, 

Kazakhstan, Ghana, Nigeria, South Korea and Thailand. While we provide a vast range of invaluable 

services to our students, as well as continued support through avenues that include the Student 

Engagement Office, the Personal Tutorial System, the Academic Literacy Development Centre, 

Coaching & Support, the Residential College, and Wellbeing Services, a shift of emphasis in our 

pedagogic practices and curriculum design is needed for greater learning experiences that cultivate a 

deeper appreciation for integral development. Giroux (2012) remarks that as higher education is 

increasingly corporatized, our university campuses look more like shopping malls or recruiting 

stations, with education being increasingly reduced to ‘a narrow instrumental logic’ (p. 1). I cannot 

help but feel that tagging on acronymic new centres, departments and teams to the repertoire of the 

university detracts from the fact that the core values of the university as idea and social institution are 

being diminished at a rapid rate. That is, as sites for knowledge sharing and knowledge generation 

(Barnett, 2012). The core value of higher education as ‘a hard-won democratic achievement’ (Giroux, 

2009a, 2009b) then is also being diminished. In other words, as a fundamental public good intended 

to enable students ‘to take seriously questions about how they ought to live their lives, uphold the 



ideals of a just society, learn how to translate personal issues into public considerations, and act upon 

the promises of a strong democracy’ (Giroux, 2009a, 2009b).  

Rich pedagogic opportunities are indeed continually escaped. Timesaving pedagogic 

approaches are favoured. Curricula are hurriedly designed and even more hurriedly delivered. 

Examination success guidance is continually emphasised. The teaching of perfunctory ‘how to’ skills 

is predominant. A stress on technologies for learning is favoured over exploratory talk. Student-

centredness is taken to comic extremes as students are being employed as low- or un-paid interns to 

design and build academic programmes. Pedagogues are constantly being loaded up with 

administrative duties that keep them busier than ever. Solutions to workload management are reduced 

to converting as much content as possible into an online format. Educational research into higher 

education pedagogy and curriculum is little encouraged given its assumed insignificant impact on the 

global brand image of the internationalised university campus. The most quantifiable of outcomes are 

commended. We are consumed by ticking objectives off our endless “to do” lists, while being 

reminded that not meeting our objectives is due to poor time management skills. And this in turn is 

being passed on—blindly and foolishly—to our students. We are going through the motions. There is 

simply it seems, little—heart. little—soul. Sometimes even, dare I say, little—mind.  

 

1.3.2 Remembering why we are here  

Zajonc’s (2006) ‘epistemology of love’ (p. 31) is as inclusive as one could imagine for higher 

education of the future, he writes: 

 

‘The university is well-practiced at educating the mind for critical reasoning, critical writing and 

critical speaking as well as for scientific and quantitative analysis. But is this sufficient? In a world 

beset with conflicts, internal as well as external, isn’t it of equal if not greater importance to balance the 

sharpening of our intellects with the systematic cultivation of our hearts?’ (p. 3). 

 

I wish I could agree with Zajonc (2006) that at least ‘the university is well-practiced at educating the 

mind for critical reasoning, critical writing and critical speaking’ (p. 3) but being mindful of the speed 

and shallowness at which pedagogues are now expected to both teach and research, I find it difficult 

to even convincingly and whole-heartedly concede to that these days. Why must our teaching lives be 



so hurried and shallow, since it seems clear that sometimes ‘slowing down is a matter of ethical 

import’ (Berg & Seeber, 2016, p. 58) and ‘being ethical may actually mean being inefficient at times’ 

(p. 60). I have witnessed the most unrefined, reductionist and short-sighted solutions to problems 

welcomed as cost-effective, innovative and efficient. It is the neoliberal agenda as argued by 

Fanghanel (2012) among other things, that ‘stands at odds with ideals of discovery, enquiry and 

intellectual advancement’ (p. 82). As Berg and Seeber (2016) argue, scholarly knowledge is 

dependent on who is knowledge-seeking, and the knowledge-seeker is formed by what he or she 

encounters. Therefore, taking a solely instrumentalist approach to teaching, learning and knowing is 

to become monotonous and machine-like. And becoming machine-like is to become ‘a neoliberal 

subject’ (p. 59). And so it seems, the most critical elements of higher education are being contracted.  

In The Courage to Teach: Exploring the Inner Landscape of a Teacher’s Life, Palmer (1997) 

makes the foundational point that ‘good teaching cannot be reduced to technique; good teaching 

comes from the identity and integrity of the teacher’ (p. 10). For Palmer (1997), integrity is 

paramount for the future of higher education: ‘by choosing integrity, I become more whole, but 

wholeness does not mean perfection. It means becoming more real by acknowledging the whole of 

who I am’ (p. 13). And integrity itself is sensed not thought. Growing as a pedagogue is to do what is 

alien to academic culture: engage in exploratory talk about our inner lives and refrain from falsely 

divorcing the personal from the professional. If finding safety in the technical, distant and objective is 

the dominant academic model under which pedagogues teach and research, what are the consequences 

for our students?  

In Not for Profit: Why Democracy Needs the Humanities, Nussbaum (2010) goes a step 

further in expressing fears that if the corporatization of higher education continues, ‘nations all over 

the world will soon be producing generations of useful machines, rather than complete citizens who 

can think for themselves, criticize tradition, and understand the significance of another person’s 

sufferings and achievements’ (p. 2). I cannot help but see a future in which higher education 

contributes less positively—rather, negatively—to the development of our societies and cultures. 

Perhaps my cynicism is hyperbolic, yet I maintain it is worthy of serious consideration. We need to 

reconnect with what is most valuable about higher education for individuals and communities. Our 



students need time and breathing space to process and reflect and integrate, and so do we. We need to 

honour time and space and return to the body—to sensing knowledge too—as a matter of integrity.  

 

1.3.3 Introducing a renewed way of sensing, knowing (and by consequence also resisting) 

I suspect that which I describe is the state of affairs in most higher education institutions, but I cannot 

be sure. My personal experience is limited, as personal experiences must be, but I note that there has 

been a degeneration in my decade of working in higher education institutions thus far. Perhaps only 

few reputable universities are doing things differently? I am then reminded that ‘the rise of feminist 

theory, trauma studies and contemplative practices can all contribute to a more expansive and humane 

pedagogy’ (Thompson, 2017, p. 17). Education has begun to take what some have called ‘a 

contemplative turn’ (see Eppert, 2013). There is hope. Many of us are yearning for more and for 

better. We have collective skills and qualities. We have resources. We have communities.  

Year-on-year the interest in my work campus wide has also—to my surprise at times—

steadily risen. This interest manifests each year in the form of various requests and invitations 

campus-wide: from creating induction materials on strategies for a healthy student-life balance to 

delivering presentations on topics such as “the practise yoga and meditation for wellbeing” as part of 

our fresher’s week programme for the entire body of first year students. As promising as this sounds, I 

am yet to be convinced. Sparked from a number of Bristol university student suicides in the UK in the 

past two years (see Southgate & Bennett, 2018), student mental health and wellbeing has become a 

sector priority (see www.universitiesuk.ac.uk; see www.heaacademy.ac.uk). Following similar 

tragedies on our campus around the same time, the words “student wellbeing” were uttered non-stop 

for a time in our department. I, and others, have been repeatedly to be approached “to do something to 

address wellbeing”. Any of our efforts have now been ticked off someone’s to-do-list as “addressed” 

no doubt. Yet I maintain if student wellbeing is “addressed” as something to “do” in a reactionary 

manner, it continues to remain little understood by those who seek to “address” it.  

Over the past five years and half years teaching at UNNC, I have by now taught on every 

first-year course and now specialise in IC, a programme consisting of more than 180 students that I 

run with the support of a graduate teaching assistant. Over the past three years the student number has 



almost doubled, the teaching staff halved and the contact time with the students now reduced by 

almost a third. The content too is challenging, drawing upon a number of critical theorists and being 

interdisciplinary in nature. It was optimistic to believe that we could do what was expected when the 

workload was considerably lower, let alone now. I do what I can. I turn to the future for some things 

by transferring almost all didactic knowledge (the more linear ‘how to’ skills support on assignment 

writing and exam guidance for example) in the form of online webinars on our Virtual Learning 

Platform (VLE), Moodle. I turn to the past for some things too: I reserve all seminars for mostly 

unstructured discussion and increase the number of drop-in office hours I have—simple spontaneous 

personalised no-frills exploratory talk.  

All of this I should remind you, is persistently bending and breaking the rules of what I am 

told I should be doing as a pedagogue at this institution. Indeed, I had even been advised 

“professionally” to simply find ways of reducing my workload by replacing written assignments with 

multiple choice questions. When the course at the heart of this study was more successful than 

expected, it was then embraced as an accolade in my department, rather than as it had previously been 

referred to openly in meetings: “weird”. I was told our department would be expanding the course by 

“putting more teachers on it” in a conveyer belt fashion, any teachers with free spaces on their 

timetables would suffice, I was informed. It was a flippant idea with no ethical consideration for the 

kind of experience required of teachers to participate in a course of this nature. I refused profusely on 

ethical grounds. The corporate obsession with blind expansion is never far away it seems.   

More important than the dramas of my daily working life, I have to wonder where is the 

respect for the philosophical underpinnings of what pedagogues are supposed to do? Where is the 

time and space for criticality and (self-)reflexivity traditionally much valued as part of honest 

academic inquiry? And what of experiential modes of learning and knowing? There are a number of 

pedagogic models and approaches that provide foundations for experiential modes of learning in the 

higher education classroom. But they require time and space. Pioneered by Kolb’s (1984) theory of 

experiential learning and built upon later by others (Ash & Clayton, 2004; Gelter, 2003; Lewis & 

Williams, 1994; Moon, 2004), experiential modes of learning have long been embraced by 

pedagogues for engaging student learning more deeply. Moreover, experiential modes of learning 



have been central to much educational research on higher education pedagogy and curriculum. This is 

not only because of the obvious link between university study and the real-world in which university 

students will graduate into, but also because these modes of learning develop more integrated and 

independent individuals who are able to engage in ongoing critically reflective and (self-)reflexive 

practices when in the throes of—real-life.  

Experiential learning and critical reflection compel students to observe their (self-

)understanding and then to entertain, appreciate and grapple with alternative perspectives. This 

process of personal and intellectual growth can be promoted through “body-oriented integral 

development”, which engages students in a profoundly personal way. I return to discuss this term in 

depth in the following chapter. Additionally, body-orientedness is an experiential mode of learning as 

it certainly must be given that experience happens through the framework of the body. Meditation and 

contemplative practices are also experiential and body-oriented—sensed—through the framework of 

the body and are thus experiential rather than theoretical. There is a recognisable and alternative 

lineage of thought on this matter. Many argue that everything comes down to pure consciousness, and 

therefore, even the body is simply experienced in conscious awareness (see Krishnamurti, 2013; see 

Ramana Maharshi, 1988; see Spira, 2017).  

Recently, after a drop-in meditation session, one student reminded me of this very notion. He 

suggested that although he understood my rationale for emphasising the role of the body in the 

meditative experience and the inward process of inquiry, he insisted that the body too should be 

transcended so as not to limit the expansiveness of consciousness. I conceded. The body itself 

provides us with a potent framework for identification, and it is identification that one gradually seeks 

to transcend through meditation. Nonetheless, the body simply cannot be bypassed in the process of 

transcending one’s limiting self-frameworks because it is the site from which first-person direct 

experiences are experienced. One must go through the body—feeling, sensing, and critically 

reflecting from within it as the site for one’s own inquiry—first and foremost, over and over again. 

Until there nothing left to learn. So never. 

One can read endless books about meditation yet without direct practical experience through 

the body—the site of one’s own inquiry—one cannot begin to comprehend it profoundly and so one 



cannot integrate it fully into one’s life for it to propel human flourishing. Finally, sustained guidance 

in (self-)reflexive practices through the use of appropriate pedagogic tools—meditation and other 

contemplative practices for example—is fundamental for greater experiential modes of learning and 

knowing (Carroll, 2005; Garcia, 2014; Evans & Waring, 2014, 2015; Evans, Muijis & Tomlinson, 

2016) in higher education. And so, when I try to understand what I am doing in this institution and 

what is it all for, I continually return to the same predicament. If experiential modes of learning and 

knowing continue to garner respect and rigour according to much of the educational research, why 

then are these pedagogic approaches seldom given time and space to breathe and flourish in our daily 

lives?  

 

1.4 Structure of this thesis  

This first chapter and the following three chapters are intended to be exploratory in nature. Open to 

possibility and embracing living inquiry. As such, the research aims and research questions for this 

study do not present themselves until Chapter Five.  

Following on from this chapter, Chapter Two—Body-oriented Integral Development: 

Matters of Heart, Mind and Sight offers a more focused rationale on the purpose of this study. I 

highlight the value that “body-oriented integral development” has in higher education pedagogy and 

curriculum. I present three means of rationalising a study of this nature—matters of heart 

(heartfulness), matters of mind (mindfulness and self-inquiry) and matters of sight (soulfulness). 

Overall, I posit that “body-oriented integral development” offers possibility for reshaping the higher 

education landscape into a more impactful and multidimensional endeavour.   

In Chapter Three—Meditation: The Ancient and the Modern, I outline the methodology for 

reviewing the general literature on meditation. I then offer a very brief history of meditation and the 

various modern contexts and fields in which it is researched, followed by some basic misconceptions 

of meditation. I also highlight that meditation is an educational endeavour—as a form of living 

inquiry— as well as an education in its own right. I progress somewhat chronologically, by 

connecting ancient knowledge and modern knowledge of the human mind and consciousness. 

Beginning with the philosophical, religious, and spiritual traditions to modern day scientific 



knowledge of the human mind and consciousness. I also emphasise how meditation differs from 

exercise, relaxation and the positive psychology movement, despite sharing some of their 

characteristics. I then define meditation and meditative practices by the two main qualities that 

meditation cultivates in order to clarify further the purpose and impact of meditation and later 

expanding upon these qualities somewhat. I present conceptualisations and characteristics of 

meditative practices. I first argue that all practices can be labelled as yoga. I then offer distinctions 

between the nature of formal meditative practices and informal meditative practices.  

Finally, I draw attention to various ways of conceptualising meditation through a description 

of eight the characteristics of meditative practices. The section that then follows attempts to 

demonstrate the diversity, range, form and possibility for modern secular contexts that is often little 

emphasised in general read literature on meditation by presenting a ‘tree of meditative practices’ 

followed by a ‘mountain of meditative practices’. Finally, I summarise the findings from some of the 

most significant research studies into meditation across various contexts to outline what is known 

about meditation and its effects in various contexts and fields. I then argue that there is scope to 

generate more expansive research into meditation in other contexts and fields to honour the breadth, 

depth and significance of direct experiences, as well as the accessibility and universality of meditative 

practices.  

Chapter Four—Meditation: In the University and in Higher Education, provides a more 

focused review of what has already been proposed, investigated and established in the field and 

context of education. I begin by outlining the methodology—this time different from the previous 

chapter—for reviewing the specific literature on meditation. The following section offers a very brief 

introduction to the ‘contemplative turn’ (Eppert, 2013) and the ‘quiet revolution’ (Zajonc, 2013) of 

the larger movement of ‘contemplative education’ (Bush, 2011) that has slowly emerged in higher 

education over the past three decades. Additionally, I make distinctions between the integration of 

meditation in the university as a context and higher education as both a context and field of study. I 

also make significant distinctions between contemplative pedagogic approaches and critical 

pedagogic approaches that integrate meditation as a significant part of their teaching.  



I provide a summary and discussion on the educational research on the integration of 

meditation into higher education to date, by organising the findings with commentaries into three 

groups of major effects: on cognition and academic performance, on mental health and psychological 

wellbeing, and on integral development. Although these findings offer pedagogues and researchers 

much promise for further study, I explain how my study has the capacity to delve deeper and expand 

considerably upon the knowledge already available on the integral development of students through 

meditative practices. The next section deepens the discussion on the types of human qualities that 

meditation for integral development cultivates in students, with particular reference to recent literature 

on the role of body in education. Finally, I make the case for moving towards an embodied curriculum 

in higher education. 

In Chapter Five—Methodology: Blending Philosophical and Practical Concerns, I begin 

first by briefly introducing my methodological approach. I then discuss my epistemological stance as 

interpretivist, subjectivist and phenomenological. Following this, I describe my research aims and I 

connect them to the three research questions. The following section provides the ethical 

considerations and measures taken to ensure the safety, dignity and anonymity of the student-

participants. Here I stress the sensitive nature of conducting research with student-participants that 

requires student-participants to introspect, reflect, contemplate and re-examine in-depth previous 

distressing social and personal conflicts. I also cover a discussion of my positionality and relationship 

to the research and the student-participants and how I viewed and reconciled this insider/outsider 

relationship. I then spend some time discussing the cultural context. While I do not see the cultural 

context as essential in the research design, I demonstrate an awareness of how it might influence the 

research design, aims and processes within my higher education institution.  

The following section is a detailed justification of my chosen research design: practical 

action research with some elements of narrative research. I also emphasise how I addressed some 

research design limitations from previous studies of a similar nature. Following this, I first outlines 

the sampling process and sequencing and then, in the section after that, I detail my chosen research 

methods by discussing the range adopted for data generation in the three course cycles. I draw your 

attention to the limitations of the research design for this study in particular to three parts: obstacles 



with language, emotional literacy and expressing the phenomenological as well as the fact that the 

course was credit-bearing, which raises issues of power and vested interests. Finally, the last section 

provides a detailed articulation of the procedures and methods adopted for data generation.   

Chapter Six—The Course: Inside and Out is intended to narrow the focus to the specific 

course at the heart of this study, first by outlining the course specification. I go on to provide a 

rationale for the course content, by describing and justifying the pedagogic decisions made and how it 

all came to life in my higher education institution. I then details how and why I designed the course to 

include classical yogic teachings on the emotional body in modern packaging, first by clarifying the 

two meditative practices that form the backbone of the content and then by clarifying the seven parts 

of the course—seven relationships—that root the practices in the real-lives of the student-participants. 

Finally, I begin to shed light on parts of my methodology and beginnings of data analysis. I discuss 

and analyse how reflections and modifications at the end of the course cycles—based on some of the 

data generated—took place as an ongoing social and (self-)reflexive process.  

Chapter Seven—Research Findings: Procedures and Presentation begins by introducing 

and justifying the way I present and organise the research findings into two main parts in the 

following chapter. The second section discusses the procedures adopted for the analysis of the data. 

Following this section, I reiterate some matters of ethical import by discussing how I ensured as best I 

could faithfulness and trustworthiness in the analysis, discussion and presentation of the research 

findings. Finally, I introduce and justify the organisation of next two sections of this chapter on how 

(and why) I present and discuss the research findings in two main parts in the subsequent chapter. 

Chapter Eight—Research Findings: Themes Major and Minor is a long chapter that presents 

and discusses the research findings in two parts. Part One of this long chapter discusses the fourteen 

themes that are either underpinned themes from research studies or new theme coming to light from 

this study. Part Two of this chapter then discusses the research findings according to the three areas 

of inquiry that correspond to the research questions discussed in Chapter Five: these are findings on 

personal change and/or newfound knowledge, direct practical experiences and intentions and 

integration.  



Chapter Nine—Contributions and Conclusions begins with a brief introduction that is 

followed by a reiteration of the three research questions. I then outline some post-reflection 

modifications that I propose for developing the research design further. In the next section, I describe 

and justify some post-reflection modifications on the course at the heart of this study, which I arrived 

at the end of course cycle 3. The most significant section of this chapter follows, where I discuss the 

role of this study in terms of knowledge generation and its contribution to the field. Here the 

contributions are discussed as having an integral focus for the integration of meditation in higher 

education, which is presented in direct contrast to the currently more dominant instrumentalist focus. 

Finally, I propose future research directions on the integration of meditation into higher education 

pedagogy and curriculum.  

 

1.5 Chapter summary  

In this chapter, I have described my personal story of how this exploration of meditation and yoga and 

other contemplative practices began. I described how this work presented itself to me by tracing its 

unfolding from the past one and half decades until present day. In the second section, I discussed how 

my personal story and current life and work met somewhere along the way while also describing the 

educational context in which this study takes place, on the China-based campus of a British 

internationalised higher education institution. I also took the opportunity to critique (or rant about) the 

current state of affairs in higher education institutions—as I see them. In the third section, I began 

with an introduction of an experiential mode of learning, which can be known and taught through the 

embodied living practice of meditation and ended with the introduction of the notion of body-

orientedness, which I expand upon in full in Chapter Two. This chapter concluded with a description 

of how this thesis progresses from the chapters that follow on from this one to the following eight 

chapters. 

 

 

 

 


