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Abstract 

 
The integration of meditation and other contemplative practices in higher education contexts generates debate as 

to whether it should be understood as serving merely instrumentalist aims or as having intrinsic educational 

value. This thesis contributes to that discussion through a two-part literature review, covering first the origins of 

meditation and then the evidence-base underpinning the integration of meditation in higher education. It also 

examines the role of the body in sense-making and taking an integral approach to the integration of meditative 

practices into higher education. The position adopted here is that it is necessary to engage with embodied, 

traditional and authentic conceptualisations of meditation to offer students a deeper and more 

meaningful/transformative experience. The instrumentalist aim of much research in this field has implied a 

positivistic focus on measurable outcomes, which this thesis proposes are valuable and revealing, but often also 

limited in being able to capture subtle, phenomenological first-person student experiences.  

This qualitative study was designed to evaluate an elective course that integrates two meditation 

practices and a range of written critical reflection practices that was made available to undergraduate students at 

the Chinese campus of a British university. The study draws on action research principles and employs multiple-

methods, including reflective writing tasks, field notes, structured interviews and internet-mediated information 

gathering. The approach offered students ample opportunity to offer critical first-person reflections, both to 

improve ongoing course design and illuminate understanding the connection between meditation, personal 

change and daily-life integration. Data was gathered from three groups of 20 students over a period of 18 

months. The findings indicate that the meditation practices and other elements of the course were well-received. 

Students reported significant personal change and newfound knowledge, an outcome warranting further 

investment and research.  

 

Key words: self-inquiry meditation, mindfulness, higher education, contemplative pedagogy, embodied 

curriculum, action research 
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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) 
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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 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.  
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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 in my first degree 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 can scarcely 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 
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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.  
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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 living in 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 
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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-
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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 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 
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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, 
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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 
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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 
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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 
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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 
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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 
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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 
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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, with an 

openness to possibility and embracing living inquiry. As such, the research aims and research 

questions for this study do not present themselves until Chapter Five.  

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.   

Chapter Three—Meditation: The Ancient and the Modern begins by highlighting that 

meditation is an educational endeavour—as a form of living inquiry—as well as an education in its 

own right. 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 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 then define meditation and meditative 
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practices by the main qualities that meditation cultivates in order to clarify further the purpose and 

impact of meditation and later expanding upon these qualities. I present conceptualisations and 

characteristics of meditative practices, explaining 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’. 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 research 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 education 

movement 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 summarise and discuss 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 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 discussion 

progresses onto the types of human qualities that meditation for integral development cultivates in 
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students, with particular reference to recent literature on the role of the body in education. I end this 

chapter by making the case for moving towards an embodied curriculum in higher education. 

Chapter Five—Methodology: Blending Philosophical and Practical Concerns begins by 

with a brief introduction to my methodological approach. I discuss my epistemological stance as 

interpretivist, subjectivist and phenomenological, before describing my research aims and connecting 

them to the three research questions. I dedicate time to the ethical considerations and measures taken 

to ensure the safety, dignity and anonymity of the student-participants. In particular, 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 discuss my positionality and relationship to the research and the student-participants 

and how I viewed and reconciled this insider/outsider relationship as well as the cultural context in 

which this study took place. I provide a detailed justification of my chosen research design: practical 

action research with some elements of narrative research as well as emphasise how I addressed some 

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

sampling process and sequencing and then I detail my chosen research methods by discussing the 

range adopted for data generation in the three course cycles. I draw 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, I provide 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 specifications. I then 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 detail 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 
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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: Unwieldy Procedures and Presentation begins by 

discussing the overwhelming amount of data collected, which lead to some messy and difficult 

decisions on how I analysed, presented and organised the research findings into the two main parts in 

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

data. I then 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 discusses the fourteen themes that are 

either underpinned themes from research studies or new themes 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 on integration.  

Chapter Nine—Contributions and Conclusions: An Emerging Integral Approach begins 

with a brief introduction that is followed by a reiteration of the three research questions. I 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 by 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. Finally, I propose a number of future research directions on the 

integration of meditation into higher education pedagogy and curriculum.  
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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. 
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CHAPTER TWO  

 

Body-oriented Integral Development: 

Matters of Heart, Mind and Sight 

 

‘To be educated is not to have arrived at a destination; it is to travel with a different view. What is required is 

not feverish preparation for something that lies ahead, but to work with precision, passion and taste at worth 

while things that lie to hand.’ 

Peters (1973, p. 20) 

 

‘If you really want to know your mind, the body will always give you a truthful reflection, so look at the 

emotion, or rather feel it in your body. If there is an apparent conflict between them, the thought will be the lie, 

the emotion will be the truth. Not the ultimate truth of who you are, but the relative truth of your state of mind at 

that time.’  

Tolle (2005, p. 22)   

 

 ‘We need integration. Towards this end, we need to design a creative curriculum in which knowing and living 

are not viewed or taught separately.’ 

Ergas (2013b, p. 214) 

 

‘At least for now, nothing more than an integral approach will do.’ 

Wilber and DiPerna (2017, p. 12) 
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2.1 An alternative vision of higher education  

This chapter offers the rationale for undertaking this study in the context of higher education and the 

university. It is intended to present my conceptual framework for privileging the body in higher 

education as a profound site of knowledge. Presenting an alternative vision of higher education (as 

matters of heart, mind and sight) is not intended to invalidate other visions but is intended to 

complement, expand upon, deepen and enrich the more conventional and dominant models of higher 

education. I begin first by clarifying what I mean by both “body-oriented” and “integral 

development”. I then describe the three unifying matters that form my conceptual framework for this 

study: matters of heart, matters of mind and matters of sight. 

 

2.2 What is “body-oriented integral development”? 

The term “body-oriented integral development” combines terms “body-oriented” (influenced by Ergas, 

2013; see ‘body-oriented pedagogy’) and “integral development” (influenced by Murray, 2006, 2009; 

see ‘integral education’). Without rejecting the significant role of the mind and the interdependence of 

the mind and body in learning and knowing, emphasising the role of the body in higher education is to 

unlock another undiscovered or uncovered dimension of knowledge. Introduced in Ergas’ (2013) 

article Descartes in a ‘Headstand’: Introducing Body-Oriented Pedagogy, an orientation towards the 

body places “‘Descartes in a ‘headstand’ by reversing the Cartesian hierarchy of ‘mind’ over ‘body’” 

(p. 4). ‘Body-oriented pedagogy’ is a process that seeks to promote ‘embodied mindfulness’ (Johnson, 

2000), that is, pre-conceptual knowledge that come from an awareness of bodily sensations. It is this 

pre-conceptual knowledge from sensing privileged over thinking that fosters discernment of how the 

mind operates (Ergas, 2013). The body is the teacher. I have taken the term “body-oriented” and 

instead applied it to the more global term “integral development”.  

As a philosophy of education, ‘integral education’ is often likened to a large group of 

educational models that are generally seen as novel, progressive, reformist and alternative (Murray, 

2009). I draw upon Murray’s (2006) definition of ‘integral education as a framework, a methodology, 

a community, and/or a stage or phase of human development that incorporate a range of educational 

themes concerning but not limited to principles and ‘practices of “whole person” or “holistic” 
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education. One way to characterise ‘integral education’ is in its openness to include a range of themes 

concerning education. These themes, articulated by Murray (2006), are underpinned by the 

philosophy of holism, that the “whole person” is acknowledged and appreciated in education, because 

all aspects of being are interconnected. There is no separateness. Thus, ‘integral education’ bears 

great similarity to ‘holistic education’ in terms of its ethos and the educational themes it is concerned 

with, yet it differs in that ‘integral’ also explicitly concerned with certain other more complex 

dimensions of being. The term ‘integral’ itself can refer to a multitude of things that are innate to 

human beings, the nature of consciousness and the world around us. It has origins in Sri Aurobindo 

and Mirra Alfassa’s yogic teachings from the early 1900s, Satchidananda Saraswati’s yogic teachings 

from the early 1970s and later in Ken Wilber’s Integral Theory philosophical teachings. Typically, 

‘integral education’ applies the latter to educational contexts but is significantly informed by the 

former and is essentially an all-inclusive and equal approach that sees the interconnection and 

influences of everything in existence. ‘Integral education’ attempts to find the essence of all 

educational approaches so as to demonstrate their convergence.  

 ‘Integral education’ endeavours to honour the complexity and multidimensional nature of the 

human experience (Murray, 2009). In spite of this interconnectedness of being, each dimension of 

being manifests in a spectrum of qualities and distinct characteristics. Thus, an integral approach also 

assumes the multidimensionality of existence (Hageman, 2015). As such, environmental and social 

justice issues tend to come into the foreground of awareness through ‘integral education’ (Murray, 

2009), as I discuss in greater depth in section 4.2 of Chapter Four. Furthermore, some have noted 

that there seems to be an inherent spirituality in these types of “whole person” approaches, due to the 

type of thinking at the core of a more “holistic” education (Hageman, 2015). An integral approach 

assumes that the nature of reality is non-dual, multidimensional, holistic, and evolutionary: accepting 

an evolutionary perspective of life (Shirazi, 2011). These ontological assumptions are present 

throughout this thesis.  

One way to operationalise integral in higher education is through an emphasis on integral 

development of university students. The development of the “whole being” through integral 

approaches to teaching, learning and knowing that upholds “wholeness”. Here I use integral 
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approaches to refer to a combination of teaching and learning practices that share the common thread 

of being open, culturally-responsive and judiciously creative in situ. These practices literally include 

the body itself as the site of direct experiences that students learn and know from within. In fact, I 

need not add the term “body-oriented” at all, because it is embedded within Murray’s (2006) 

definition of integral education based on the incorporation of a range of alternative educational 

themes, which include but are not limited to creativity, adaptivity and individualization, situated 

learning, empowerment and liberation, transformative education, service-oriented learning. Body-

orientedness is therefore assumed and valued. I add the term “body-oriented” to labour the point, just 

as I discuss meditation as separate from yoga, when I need not since they are one and the same 

practice.  

I posit that “body-oriented integral development” can—should—be prioritised through 

pedagogy and curriculum at university level. Without wishing undermining the role of higher 

education to harness the intellectual prowess of students—limiting higher education learning and 

knowing to intellectuality is a conservative and perfunctory aim for two main reasons. Taking an 

integral worldview, the first, higher education (should) and does in theory provide rich grounds for 

multifaceted modes of learning and knowing at a pivotal time in the lives of its (mostly) emerging 

adult students. The second, the lives of its students are not separate or detached from knowing and 

knowledge at higher education level. Students bring all of themselves (consciously or unconsciously) 

to their classrooms and to their academic work, as do we pedagogues. And all of ourselves is 

continually lived out through all of our being. One can fragment their being or have their being 

fragmented, but that is to be disintegrated. Disconnected. Unaware.  

This chapter is intended to provide a rationalisation for prioritising integration of being. In 

other words, for prioritising the integral development of today’s university students. It does this by 

conceptualising the need for a study of this nature according to three matters of being in the body: 

matters of heart (as heartfulness), of mind (as mindfulness and self-inquiry) and of sight (as 

soulfulness).  
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2.3 Matters of heart, mind and sight—How can higher education become a more 

multidimensional endeavour? 

The conceptual framework I use to provide a rationale for this study in the context of higher education 

and the university is divided into the three unifying matters represented in Figure 2.2. The figure 

represents both context and content. The university is the context in which supporting services exist. 

From these supporting services, meditation and other forms of wellbeing intervention may be offered 

to students and staff. Higher education within the university is the context in which pedagogy and 

curriculum exist. Meditation and other contemplative practices may be integrated into the pedagogy 

and curriculum of a range of university courses. Within the pedagogy and curriculum, the crux of 

content emerges from a pedagogue privileging both body-orientedness and the integral development 

of students. It is, in sum, the privileging of the integration of beings. One might agree by the end of 

this chapter that these three matters are important for higher education to become a more 

multidimensional endeavour, but question how this pedagogy and curriculum actually looks in 

practice. Chapter Six is intended to address that question by describing in full the course at the heart 

of this study. Overall, when matters of heart, mind and sight meet and are also cherished—I argue—

student integral development becomes central and inevitable to the higher education pedagogy and 

curriculum that we as pedagogues (and hopefully our institutions) create and exemplify.  

There are, to date, more than fifty working definitions of ‘knowledge economy’, ‘knowledge-

based economy’, ‘knowledge society’ and other associated terms (see Carlaw et al., 2006) and little 

agreement as to the role of higher education for the ‘knowledge economy’ and where it will actually 

take its students of the future. Currently, higher education is mostly serving as a knowledge mill in 

which students enter into the ‘knowledge economy’—apparently—well-prepared (see Lewis, 2006). It 

seems not to deliberately instil in its students a pursuit of knowledge as a channel for a higher purpose: 

the betterment of oneself and societies (Ergas, 2013). Integral development is not only the 

development of the “whole person” in education because students’ daily lives are inextricably linked 

to their academic lives. Integral development is also a matter of developing students’ capacities for 

sensing knowledge and then living with this knowledge as truthfully as they can, in affinity with what 

feels truthful to them.  



 

 25 

‘Truthfulness is an embodied skill of sensitivity developed by privileging sensing over 

theorizing’ (Ergas, 2013, p. 212), that which feels truthful (not absolute truth but relative truth for an 

individual in each moment) is discovered and uncovered by turning our attention inwards towards the 

body (see Tolle, 2005). It might be assumed that arriving at truth is a cognitive process rather than a 

body-oriented, non-cognitive process. To illustrate, if one is feeling anxious about a particular 

experience (or rather about a distressing thought about that said experience), they likely experience 

this in their very bodies, through the sensations that arise in their abdomen for example. However, the 

mind through cognitive processes is able to deny, diminish, rationalise or justify that the sensation is 

insignificant. As Ergas (2013b) elaborates, the body teaches the developing one’s awareness of what 

feels truthful and most importantly to then act upon this very alignment with truthfulness. The body is 

physical site—literally—for integral development, through which meditation and other contemplative 

practices are experienced. As a matter of heart, higher education endeavours to cultivate a sense of 

heartfulness in our students (and ourselves).  

 

 

Figure 2.3 Conceptual framework: Matters of heart, mind and sight 
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As a matter of mind, I promote taking a mindfulness and self-inquiry approach of cultivating 

both concentration and awareness, as well as deep questioning into critically reflecting at the deepest 

most intimate level possible. Higher education also, in theory, endeavours to fine-tune a thoughtful 

exploration of what it actually is to know, un-know and not-know, no less because that is indeed what 

education draws out (educere in Latin loosely translating as ‘drawing out’) from within our very 

bodies; the original philosophical ethos of education. Finally, as a matter of insight, soulfulness, 

higher education endeavours to prepare students both philosophically and practically for the nature of 

reality, that is, of the interconnection of all particular things, the future unknown and the inevitable 

uncertainty of life. 

 

2.3.1 Matters of heart—Uniting knowledge with the knower 

Matters of heart—heartfulness—in higher education can be divided into two areas that could 

comprise an alternative vision of higher education: a sense of civic responsibility and service to others 

(see Jacoby, 1994), and a capacity to care for others (see Dall’Alba, 2012). First, university students 

can contribute to positive social change given their relative status and agency. University students 

graduate into relative positions of power within their immediate societies, and the wider society, and 

what could they do with this power? What are we educating our students for? These words, appearing 

in the foreword of Contemplative Practices in Higher Education: Powerful Methods to Transform 

Teaching and Learning (Barbezat & Bush, 2014), resonated as soon as I read them: 

 

“The reasons for [this common lack of professional ethic, communal responsibility and even simple 

compassion amongst the most educated in society] are many and complex. But one culprit is easily 

named: the objectivist model of knowing, teaching and learning that has dominated, and deformed, 

higher education. Objectivism begins as an epistemology rooted in a false conception of science that 

insists on a wall of separation between the knower and the known. This, in turn, leads to pedagogy that 

keeps students at arm’s length from the subjects they learn about. And that, in turn, creates an ethical 

gap between the educated person and a world that is inevitably impacted by his or her actions, a failure 

to embrace the fact that one is a moral actor with communal responsibilities. When this trickle-down 

effect is at its worst, it contributes to the process by which scholars, artists, lawyers, theologians and 

aristocrats end up not just doing wrong but actively collaborating in evil.” (Palmer, 2014, p. 8). 
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Palmer (2014) goes on to justify the need for contemplative practices in higher education because—

without them—the university-educated are more likely to play a pivotal role in perpetuating social 

inequality.  

From Palmer’s (2014) words and others who have made similar arguments (Lewis, 2006; 

Simmer-Brown, 2009; Lelwica, 2009; Taylor; 2010) a clear means from which heartfulness can be 

cultivated in students is through a subjectivist model of education that gives credence to heartfulness 

and its associated qualities. The literal qualities include (self-)compassion, empathy and kindness and 

other qualities include service, responsibility and courage. Given the age in which university study is 

by and large embarked upon, university life facilitates students to prepare for real-life as social beings. 

Lin, Oxford and Brantmeier (2013) state that the relationships between teachers, students, the people 

around them, society, nature and the universe are mutuality influential and because of this human 

mutuality ‘higher education should treat individuals and groups not as separate entities but instead as 

organically joined and interdependent.’ (p. xi). They go on to argue that paradigms of interconnection 

and mutuality should thus be explored and cherished. And it is matters of heart that inadvertently lay 

the groundwork for all relationships, no matter how distant or intimate.  

In uncomplicated terms, when I try to understand the malfeasance of many in positions of 

relative power today, much seems to point to strong identification with certain aspects of the self that 

offer immediate interest and gain. If certain aspects of the self are to go unchallenged throughout the 

entire university career of our students, what exactly are we doing as pedagogues? A secondary 

concern is that we as pedagogues do not give this type of work importance and therefore do not 

examine pedagogic approaches that may be effective. Further questions surface: 

• What could societies be if those in positions of relative power were less attached to, for 

example, their social classes? 

• What could societies be if those in positions of relative power were less attached to, for 

example, their national identities? 

• What could societies be if those in positions of relative power were less attached to, for 

example, their religions? 
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This argument might appear exaggerated, and it also might be overestimating the impact that 

pedagogues both can have and actually do have on their students. Whilst attempting to facilitate body-

oriented integral development in higher education might appear ambitious and/or irrelevant to some, it 

is to do our students a disservice as pedagogues to not take these types of questions seriously. Some 

have taken this argument further in stating that it is to cheat our students out of the opportunity to 

inquire deeply into their personal meaning and find themselves in the centre of their learning, which 

in turn provides clarity on the meaning of their studies (Barbezat & Bush, 2014). Reflexive dialogues 

and other personalised means of learning and knowing have been one approach proposed for 

addressing the ‘compassionate gap’ (p. 1) in higher education academic practices today (see 

Waddington, 2016). Some have referred to this pedagogic shift as a moving towards a pedagogy of 

hope (hooks, 2003; Shahjahan, 2009) while others have referred to it as a pedagogy for developing a 

capacity to care (Dall’Alba, 2012), in which universities need to consider moving beyond enhancing 

particular knowledge and skills and towards ‘interrogating possibilities for being’ (p. 117).  

By inviting us to consider the contributions that universities do and should make in society, 

Dall’Alba’s (2012) capacity to care for others and for things in higher education and the university is 

to ‘promote an interweaving of what students know and can do with how they are learning to be, such 

that neither an epistemological nor an ontological dimension is privileged’ (p. 115). In turn, 

developing this capacity to care positively implicates how our students interact with the people and 

things in the societies they graduate into. Much of the development of this capacity to care is 

dependent upon how we ourselves interact with our students and what we see as value-laden in our 

pedagogy and curriculum. This again can be developed through a subjectivist model that upholds a 

capacity for care as by no means anti-intellectual but considered as much an integrity marker of the 

university educated as rational thought and reason are. 

 

2.3.2 Matters of mind—Why (critical) first-person inquiry is as valuable as third-person inquiry  

In introducing a contemplative programme at Brown University, Roth’s (2006) opens his article 

Contemplative Studies: Prospects for a New Field calling for a greater combination of third-person 

and first-person modes of inquiry in higher education. He outlines:  
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‘Our scientific knowledge of how the world works has never been stronger, but our ability to use it to 

transform our lives to create greater personal and social harmony remains relatively weak. We can use 

our technology of the outer world to treat previously incurable diseases, but our mastery of the 

‘‘technology’’ of the inner world is so rudimentary that we can barely contain the passions that lead us 

to destroy the very human life that we, paradoxically, struggle so hard to preserve. We have become 

the masters of third-person scientific investigation, but we are mere novices in the art of critical first-

person scientific investigation. We have never known more about how the mind works, yet our ability 

to apply this knowledge to our own experience has not been correspondingly developed’ (p. 1787).  

 

 
Roth (2006) then argues that one of the principal reasons for the paradoxical situation higher 

education institutions find themselves in is that they have failed to combine the careful, systematic, 

and scientific investigation of contemplative experience from a combined third-person and first-

person perspective. Higher education pedagogy and curriculum is currently dominated by third-

person inquiry: observation, analysis, recording, and discussion on a whole variety of subjects held at 

arm’s length, as a priori, ‘as if they were solely objects and our own subjectivity in viewing them 

does not exist’ (Roth, 2006, p.1790). Despite the dominance of third-person inquiry, like others, I 

observe that when students are invited to apply what is being studied to their very own lives, an 

entirely new dimension emerges that yields a deeper understanding of whatever is being studied 

(Barbezat & Bush, 2014; Langer, 2003; Roth, 2006; Thompson, 2017).  

For example, in my 20-credit Media and Texts: Culture course, when students are invited 

(tenderly) to dig deeper into their ideas on particular representations of sexualities in film through 

silent written reflection, and where these ideas come from—they can begin to unravel deep rooted 

ideas they hold about themselves, others, the modern world, and also themselves in relation to 

themselves, others and the modern world. They can also then begin to question them both objectively 

and subjectively. This is an example of critical first-person inquiry. The addition of critical to first-

person inquiry is intended, Roth explains (2006) so as to encourage students to directly engage with 

pedagogic tools and techniques without prior commitment to their effectiveness: ‘they would then 

step back and appraise their experiences to gain a deeper appreciation of their meaning and 

significance’ (Roth, 2006, p. 1789). Open to whatever is to come, whenever it is to come.  
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By experiencing knowledge through critical examination of its relevance and meaningfulness 

and also questioning oneself in relation to what is being learnt through application to their own lives, 

means that students are given the opportunity to discover fundamental dimensions of their nature as 

human beings. Introducing our students to a form of living inquiry such as mindfulness and self-

inquiry can be valuable: living inquiry never truly ends, always takes place in the present moment and 

offers to its practitioners an openness towards knowledge and life. An approach to knowledge that 

values critical first-person inquiry and third-person inquiry can begin to teach the cultivation of 

awareness of the present moment while also questioning assumed knowledge. This is to enable 

students to understand both the scientific basis of knowledge and also its philosophical significance. 

This pedagogic approach is not only more effective, ‘but also more enjoyable’ (Langer, 2003, p. 43) 

for students in many domains of learning. This ongoing process of critical first-person inquiry too is a 

requirement of pedagogues when presenting meditation and other contemplative practices of which 

they are well-acquainted.  

Matters of mind combines mindfulness (sati and smrti; the basic meaning of which is 

‘awareness’ in Pali and Sanskrit respectively but is contested later in Chapter Three) and self-inquiry 

(ātma-vichāra or jnana-vichāra; loosely translating from Sanskrit as ‘discernment of the inner self’). 

This is a combined pedagogic practice that can be seen as a form of embodied self-reflexivity (Pagis, 

2009), and embodied self-reflexivity is currently missing from higher education. I combine 

mindfulness—the awareness that arises from paying attention, on purpose, in the present moment, 

non-judgementally (Kabat-Zinn, 2005)—with self-inquiry—questioning the reality of “I-am-ness” 

thoughts because as an independent practice, mindfulness does not take its practitioner fully and 

explicitly towards deep inquiry. Both—that is, concentration into awareness followed by deep 

questioning into critical reflection and insight—are highly suited to academic inquiry. Purser (2015) 

notes that Kabat-Zinn’s (2005) operational definition of mindfulness ‘has not only become the gold 

standard in the clinical literature but also the media and general populace has latched onto it as a 

definitive description.’ (p. 680), but that this common working definition of mindfulness lacks a 

deeper mode of inquiry. Currently, many short or light-touch mindfulness-based educational 

programmes are inconducive to encouraging deep modes of inquiry (Siegel, 2007; Purser, 2015; 
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Hyland, 2013, 2014, 2016). Ideally, academic inquiry is for those with genuine interest and openness 

to explore and experience something new—without preconceived ideas or agendas for a specific 

outcome.  

Mindfulness serves as a highly effective practice for intentional, attentional and attitudinal 

training (Shapiro & Carlson, 2009). Mindfulness in higher education can serve as preparatory practice 

for the deeper surgical work of self-inquiry, which acts as a tool for deep questioning the assumed 

knowledge about ourselves, others and the world in relation to us, followed by critical reflection for 

integration of inner learning. Although mindfulness is a highly effective practice—as it is currently 

commonly taught—can only take its practitioner so far. It is able to raise awareness of moment-to-

moment life happenings and train the mind to engage with the information available without haste, 

judgement or imbalanced erratic behaviours (Kabat-Zinn, 1996), and is therefore conducive to the de-

automatization of habitual reactions (Vago, 2013; Vago & Silbersweig, 2012). As a result, it can 

support emotional balance and a calm disposition, but I argue that it tends not to take its practitioner 

much further without a sustained deeper practice and critical reflection. I return to this idea in 

Chapter Three, when I urge a greater acknowledgement of the traditions from which mindfulness 

originates and also in Chapter Four, when I argue that one increasing problem with mindfulness is its 

reductionism and commodification.  

Self-inquiry takes its practitioner that step further, into the unknown. Into the abyss. 

Questioning oneself at the deepest level. It is, in a sense, a subjective form of critical thinking which 

places the questioner inside and outside of the question. Without the rigorous preparatory practice and 

direct experience of becoming acquainted with the nature of the mind, self-inquiry can become itself a 

limited practice. That is, it may potentially be approached as a purely intellectual practice because in 

involves the deconstruction of thinking/thoughts, a seemingly intellectual and rational pursuit. Yet it 

is within the moments of silent contemplation, self-remembrance and sensing in the body that are 

part-and-parcel of self-inquiry, that knowledge makes itself known, hence, distinguishing it from a 

cognitive or intellectual practice. Without those moments and without an inward focus on “I-am-ness” 

thoughts the practice could be likened to critical thinking.  
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The process of deconstruction of “I-am-ness” thoughts means that self-inquiry can be 

disturbing for its practitioners because it is the “I-am-ness” thoughts that form one’s sense of identity. 

The teaching of self-inquiry then has strong ethical implications. The ethics of research on meditation 

in higher education is discussed at length in Chapter Five, where I describe and justify my 

methodological approach. One is truly entering into the abyss when practising self-inquiry meditation. 

So self-inquiry too is dependent on other stillness practices—like mindfulness—that attempt to 

finetune one’s concentration and cultivates one’s awareness, and also one’s ability to sense from 

within the body. This too is a compassion-based practice: one needs to be kind to oneself in the 

process of unravelling the self during and after self-inquiry. When the mind is stiller and calmer and 

our attention and awareness preeminent, self-inquiry is more safely initiated. An idea I return to in 

Chapter Six when I explain the reasons for adopting these specific two meditative practices in the 

course at the heart of this study. How does critical first-person inquiry relate to “body-oriented 

integral development”? It relates for two very similar reasons. The first is that the body is central in 

this process since critical first-person inquiry is undertaken with and through the deliberate inclusion 

of one’s own body. The second is that the knowledge(s) arrived at appreciates but moves beyond 

objectivity and exteriority, that is the self is both the object and the subject of inquiry. Hence, 

“integral development” and not “intellectual development”.  

Finally, this discussion on these important terms on the nature of academic inquiry is intended 

to argue that the “self” (subjectivity and interiority) inevitably enter into academic inquiry, but when 

it enters explicitly and intentionally and is valued as much as objectivity and exteriority, the 

knowledge(s) and understanding(s) are more profound for students. It encompasses students’ entire 

being and so can endure beyond intellectual acquisitions of knowledge. They would no longer need to 

decompartmentalise knowledge. Ultimately, I prefer to deal with matters of mind by combining 

mindfulness and self-inquiry because mindfulness and self-inquiry blend both philosophical and 

practical concerns. Finally, although many 8-week training programmes, such as Mindfulness-based 

Cognitive Therapy (MBCT) lead by qualified teachers do devote some time to inquiry after guided 

meditations, they are focused on specific therapeutic outcomes (Purser, 2015), rather than an openness 

towards exploring direct first-person experiences that cultivate the penetration of insight. In addition, 
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a number of light-touch or adapted mindfulness-based courses, including a number of APPs and 

online resources do not devote time to inquiry, let alone self-inquiry. And it is self-inquiry that is more 

powerful for individuals—rather than inquiry alone. Inquiry involve the facilitator or pedagogue 

engaging in deep questioning with the students whereas self-inquiry involves the student engaging in 

deep questioning with themselves. For this reason self-inquiry gets to the root of one’s being and 

selfhood and effectively the student investigates themselves inside out.   

Mindfulness and self-inquiry offer pedagogues and students two things: attitude and technique. 

Similar to Nelson’s (2006) description of her real-world practice in her reflection-on-practice The 

Fruit of Silence, I am primarily concerned with the teaching of attitude over technique in my 

integration of meditation into higher education pedagogy and curriculum. Yet mindfulness and self-

inquiry differ from many other practices in that they offer both attitude and technique. The only 

apparent prerequisite is being with one’s own body. When mindfulness and self-inquiry are combined, 

this combination can enable first the practical application of critical first-person inquiry because they 

provide the facilitator/practitioner with clear tangible real-world techniques—albeit culturally 

responsive and flexible ones—that are substantial enough to teach and learn. Second, and more 

importantly, this combination (in particular because of the addition of self-inquiry to mindfulness) can 

cultivate the attitude towards assumed knowledge and self-knowledge. This attitude not only in 

alignment with academic inquiry but is also far more profound than that which is currently 

predominant and more conventional because it requires the confrontation of the most primitive of all 

questions. 

 

2.3.3 Matters of sight—Upholding gaps in higher education research and supporting education for 

super-complexity and uncertainty 

Matters of sight—soulfulness—involve many unknown dimensions of supporting students for the 

future unknown. Many educational researchers have highlighted the significance of: preparing 

students for transitions from university to “the real-world” (Krause & Armitage, 2014); the various 

human qualities that should be given credence to in order to support this process (Evans & Waring, 

2014; Evans, 2015); the value of experiential learning and critical reflection in preparing students 
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individually and personally for their futures (see Moon, 2004); the importance of learning 

communities and creating connections among university students (Astin, 1987; Gablenick et al., 1990; 

Tinto, 1995, 1997); well as the need for preparing students for global futures through futures 

education (see www.teaching4abetterworld.com, Wicks, 2018).   

The thread running through these gaps in higher education is not in preparing students for a 

tangible future in which predictions on the job market and trends in globalisation are reliably assumed 

by those who impart that knowledge. On the contrary, it is in preparing students for an intangible 

future in which their depth and wholeness of character can likely carry them through that which 

comes their way, because they are better able to be adaptive and creative in the face of decisions to be 

made and actions to be taken. Many of the listed higher education perspectives at the start of this 

section have been recognised in the literature on trends in higher education (see Evans, Muijis & 

Tomlinson, 2016). Less attention, however, has been given to rigorous pedagogic tools and 

approaches for putting into practice. It is the practice, through direct experience that supports students 

to envision, and therefore prioritise, the cultivation of the qualities that develop soulfulness within 

them.  

The term soulfulness emerged for me, when I tried to encapsulate that feeling of centredness 

from which a quiet natural confidence is generated within. This quiet natural confidence, I have found, 

mindfulness-based practices cannot quite fulfil entirely. What is at the centre? The soul. There are 

religious overtones undoubtedly in using a term like the “soul”, but we need not understand “soul” as 

simply non-secular. The “soul” is at the centre. For some at the centre is God, for some at the centre 

there is nothing at all, or nothing except pure consciousness. In Soulfulness: Deepening the Mindful 

Life, Draper (2016) describes soulfulness as being more expansive, as a practice of deepening 

mindfulness. From the calm, poise and awareness that mindfulness can bring to our lives, soulfulness 

brings one to a place of inner aliveness in not only wishing to fully embrace the world but also in 

transforming it (Draper, 2016). When I refer to soulfulness as matter of importance, I mean it in the 

sense of cultivating a sense of self so centred that one is able to live soulfully, embracing the fluxes of 

everyday life with minimal resistance and apprehension.  
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Soulfulness is accommodating messiness, taking risks, initiative and decisions, and adapting 

to change and uncertainty—with a quiet natural confidence. Of which, instrumentalist approaches and 

technicism cannot teach students. It is unsurprising that much of the current academic literature on the 

future university emphasises both the super-complexity and uncertainty (Barnett, 2000, 2000a, 2000b, 

2004; Lea & Callaghan, 2008; McAlpine, 2006; Parker, 2008). As pedagogues, we must teach for a 

type of creative knowing in situ (Barnett, 2004). That is, to be able to live with a certain ‘existential 

angst that derives from an awareness of the gap between one’s actions and one’s limited grounds for 

those actions’ (p. 260). This ability is ultimately a pedagogic endeavour of the formation of authentic 

being in students, that which is not skills-based but rather based in the cultivation of certain human 

qualities.  

Super-complexity is a complicated term (see Barnett, 2000, 2000a, 2000b) that addresses the 

multifarious and sometimes conflicting ideas of higher education for the knowledge economy, deep 

disciplinary knowledge creation and student-centred pedagogies, all realisable simultaneously. Super-

complexity addresses the postmodern condition for higher education and universities (see Taylor, Barr 

& Steele, 2002). According to Barnett (2000, 2000a, 2000b), higher education was complex but has 

now become super-complex as it is ‘not just a matter of handling overwhelming data and theories 

within a given frame of reference (a situation of complexity) but also a matter of handling multiple 

frames of understanding, of action and of self-identity’ (Barnett, 2000a, p. 6). Super-complexity here 

points out the permeability of the boundaries between the institutional context, professional and 

societal domains, and the personal lives of students and pedagogues. In a time of super-complexity, 

the university ‘may have no clear legitimizing purpose, no definite role, no obvious responsibilities 

and no secure values’ (Barnett, 2000a, p. 22).  Essentially Barnett stresses that ‘a brave new world 

beckons for the university, which is not one for the faint-hearted, as the value and relevance of 

knowledge and higher education are no longer pre-given but in a constant flux’ (Bengtsen, 2018, p. 

68). Therefore, in this chapter and later when I return to this discussion in section 4.4 of Chapter 

Four, I couple super-complexity and uncertainty to stress the notion that the addition of super- to 

complexity has created unprecedented uncertainty.   
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In Excellence Without Soul: How a Great University Forgot about Education, based on his 

three decades of experience as professor then dean at Harvard University, Lewis (2006) makes the 

compelling case that what is missing is basic ethics in universities. In which he expresses that higher 

education curricula, have become deprived of meaning. Lewis (2006) argues that because of 

economic forces blurring their purpose in society, universities of today have lost their moral and 

ethical grounding:  

 

‘Universities have forgotten their larger educational role for college students. They succeed, better than 

ever, as creators and repositories of knowledge. But they have forgotten that the fundamental job of 

undergraduate education is to turn eighteen- and nineteen-year-olds into twenty-one- and twenty-two-

year-olds, to help them grow up, learn who they are, to search for a larger purpose for their lives, and to 

leave college as better human beings’ (p. 12). 

 

I would go a step further to suggest that universities do succeed as creators and repositories of 

knowledge—but only a particular kind of knowledge that has its own blind spots. Regrettably, we do 

not explicitly teach for super-complexity and uncertainty in higher education institutions, nor do we 

teach for the formation of authentic being in our students. We often teach in a fragmented and 

technical manner (Taylor, 2010). I would argue that we resort to doing this—and as much as I do not 

wish to admit, I too am susceptible—partly because it is more straightforward, involves less effort and 

less complexity, and yields more tangible results for more satisfied “consumers” of education. Much 

of higher education pedagogy and curriculum is technical and fragmented and with the rise in tuition 

fees and competitive internationalised education, professional success is consistently measured in 

quantifiable terms (Collini, 2012). We can easily in turn lose sight of prioritising an exploration of 

pedagogic approaches that best prepare students for their unknown, super-complex, unpredictable 

(global and local) futures, and this preparation is that of the intangible and highly individual: of 

human qualities and soul.  

 

2.4 Chapter summary  

In this chapter, I have highlighted the potential that “body-oriented integral development” has on 

higher education pedagogy and curriculum by presenting three means of rationalising the need for a 
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study of this nature—matters of heart (heartfulness), of mind (mindfulness and self-inquiry) and of 

sight (soulfulness). In sum, I posited that body-oriented integral development offers possibility for 

reshaping the higher education landscape into a more impactful and multidimensional endeavour.   
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CHAPTER THREE 

 

Meditation: The Ancient and the 

Modern  

 
‘Compared to what we ought to be, we are only half awake.’  

James (1911, p. 97) 

 

 ‘The mind is said to perceive when it reflects both the indweller (the knower) and the objects of perception (the 

known). Though variegated by innumerable tendencies, the mind acts not for itself but for another, for the mind 

is of compound substance. For one who sees the distinction there is no further confusing of the mind with the 

self.’ 

Patañjali (pre-400 CE, verses 4.22-4.25)  

 

‘A good way to stop all the doing is to shift into the “being mode” for a moment. Think of yourself as an eternal 

witness, as timeless. Just watch this moment, without trying to change it at all. What is happening? What do you 

feel? What do you see? What do you hear?’ 

     Kabat-Zinn (1994, p. 11) 

 

‘Meditation makes us aware of the activities of our minds, as we see them drawing us into a process in time, 

connecting our past to our future in personal tunnels. Through meditation we can step back to a more inclusive 

consciousness. And sometimes we find ourselves in a vastly greater presence of mind, a mind far beyond our 

own. We are connected through conscious presence.’ 

Sheldrake (2017, p. 205) 
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3.1 Methodology for reviewing general literature on meditation      

This chapter’s literature review differs from the following chapter, in which I specifically focus on 

meditation in and as education. Intended to pave the way for the specific literature review, here I have 

embarked upon an exploratory and holistic review of the literature on meditation so as to provide a 

thorough overview of meditation, searching as broadly and variedly as have been able with the 

resources at my disposal. In order to conduct a general literature review of the interdisciplinary and 

multi-disciplinary term meditation, a broad selection of key concepts (eastern/western, 

philosophical/religious/spiritual, traditions/practices/techniques) were drawn upon to search various 

multidisciplinary academic databases (including Google Scholar, JSTOR, Project MUSE, SAGE 

Journals, Scopus, SpringerLink, ScienceDirect, Science Open, and Web of Science), which 

necessitated reviewing literature from a range of cultural backgrounds, much of which was beyond 

the scope of academic databases. Hence, it was necessary to use multiple literature search strategies, 

supplementing database searches by following the breadcrumbs that led to seminal texts, through 

citations, for example.  

The organisation and presentation of the review essentially became a chronological process. 

Beginning with ancient texts from various major philosophical, religious and spiritual traditions from 

which meditation and other contemplative practices can be originally located, including some of the 

earliest known texts such as The Vedas (Staal, 2009). This is followed by general interest literature on 

meditation and its various concepts, definitions and characteristics. This type of literature builds upon 

the original texts. Specifically, it was essential to establish basic understandings of the key concept 

meditation and how it is paired with other general concepts, such as practice, technique, formal, non-

formal, process, mechanism and metaphor in order to address relevant questions that draw finer 

distinctions and hone understanding. Subsequently, significant specific concepts that elucidate its 

vastness and complexity, such as mindfulness, insight, Transcendental, zazen, Taoist, sahaja and 

kundalini types of meditation are discussed in order to further organise and categorise its wide-

ranging practices, techniques, forms, origins, characteristics functions, processes and finally, modern 

applications. In having done so, the intention is to present a review that is both narrative (getting to 
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the heart of what meditation is) and systematic (getting to the heart of how meditation works and what 

it is for).  

Decisions made about the structure of this general literature review were challenging but 

ultimately, as the title of this chapter clearly states, progresses somewhat chronologically from ancient 

to modern. This structure not only honours the longevity, cultural richness, breadth and depth of 

existing literature on meditation, but also broadens my own understanding and practice of meditation 

beyond my own personal practice, ultimately, in an effort to avoid potential personal bias and present 

an academically honest review. Ethics, as with any other area of research, must inform the literature 

review process. As advocated by British Educational Research Association (BERA, 2003), this 

review intents to be representative of the literature, respectful to a variety of contributions (academic 

and non-academic, classical and contemporary) and critical, without being partial. The “modern” is 

intended to lead seamlessly into Chapter Four, with this chapter ending on a summary of the 

valuable contributions from the scientific research of the past half century across various contexts. 

What follows in Chapter Five, is a more focused literature review on specific studies within the 

context and field of meditation in higher education.   

 

3.2 Meditation in various contexts and fields 

Throughout history, meditation and other contemplative practices have played a large role in many 

philosophical, religious and spiritual traditions (Walsh & Shapiro, 2006). Some of the various 

definitions, misconceptions, conceptualisations, purposes, techniques, and practices are discussed in 

this chapter. I then demystify some of the effects that have been studied across a range of fields, 

particularly within medicine, neurology, psychiatry, and psychology, and therefore, their modern 

applications in both secular and non-secular settings. Reviewing a broad range of multidisciplinary 

literature on meditation soon led me into a rabbit hole.  

The topic of meditation represents a convergence of religion, spirituality, anthropology, 

philosophy, science and psychology drawing on texts that in some cases date back thousands of years. 

Any entry point constitutes an impasse of complexity and interconnection. As just one example, 

studies about meditation raise no small topic than that of consciousness itself. A problem that many 
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scholars have referred to as ‘the hard problem of consciousness’ in science, which simply will not go 

away (see Chalmers, 1995; see Dennett; 2013; see Sheldrake, 2017). Scholars still debate whether 

consciousness is an evolutionary/biological by-product or something mysterious that exists in a field 

as yet beyond human discovery. There is currently no promise of consensus. Any attempt to map the 

breadth and debate of topics relating to meditation is an overwhelming task from the onset. 

Comprehensive coverage, certainly in a doctoral thesis, is impossible and the best one can do is to 

speak to key themes and the most relevant research studies. Hence this chapter, although one of the 

longest chapters in this thesis, is by no means the only way one can review and discuss the literature 

on meditation. As such, despite my attempts, it has undoubtedly failed in parts to acknowledge the 

depth and breadth of meditation.  

 

3.2.1 Meditation is an educational endeavour and an education  

There is a great deal of general read literature that have been pivotal in meditation becoming more 

accessible for an interested international readership of today (Kabat-Zinn, 1994, 2013; 2018; Goleman, 

1988, 2000; Tolle, 2003, 2005, 2009; Salzberg, 1997; Chödrön, 1991; Goldstein, 2003; Hanh, 1991; 

Kornfield, 2002; Ricard, 2011), numerous TED Talks (see www.TED.com), audio teachings (see 

www.soundtrue.com) and even popular APPs (see www.headspace.com; see www.calm.com). 

Becoming more mainstream has resulted in meditation and meditative practices playing a key role 

within a number of popular media sources (Davidson & Kaszniak, 2015). Much of the general read 

literature on meditation and meditative practices, however, does not sufficiently labour two vital 

points about meditation that are fundamental to why and how meditation can be integrated into daily 

living:  

1. Meditation is synonymous with living inquiry and is therefore highly compatible with all 

educational endeavours, but it is also a standalone educational endeavour; and 

2. There is a diverse range of both formal practices and non-formal practices available to 

individuals for accommodating various personal preferences, cultural heritage and inner 

yearnings. 

These two vital points are general and of relevance to adult knowledge-seekers, particularly 
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‘emerging adults’ (see Arnett, 2001). In this next section, I attempt to demystify meditation and 

broaden its repertoire in order to demonstrate the range of practices that count as meditative, and that 

are also highly compatible if not foundational to pedagogy and curriculum. Meditation is, in a sense, 

the original ethos of philosophy of education. Later in Chapter Four, I deliberately emphasise higher 

education pedagogy and curriculum—for mostly ‘emerging adults’ (see Arnett, 2001)—rather than all 

education. This is not because meditation does not have a place in other educational settings, such as 

primary schools and secondary schools, on the contrary. It is because adults and emerging adults have 

greater agency for integration and transformation than children and adolescents. In addition, having 

the desire, willingness and openness to explore is what makes meditation most meaningful for its 

practitioners, an assertion I made originally in section 1.2 of Chapter One. Students of meditation 

must choose to practice for themselves and maintain self-discipline in order to sustain a habitual 

practice.  

What follows in this chapter provides the foundations that later feed into the critical 

discussions I make about the educational context in Chapter Four, the methodology for researching 

the integration of meditation into higher education settings in Chapter Five, and finally, the course at 

the heart of this study in Chapter Six.  

 

3.2.2 Meditation—A very brief history  

Meditation goes by many names. Dhyana yoga, flow, presence, mindfulness and mind-work are but 

few. Dhyana yoga evokes imagery of movement, although emerging from the Vedic period as seventh 

of the eight limbs of classical yoga, it loosely translates from Sanskrit as ‘contemplation and 

meditation’ (Staal, 2009). Flow, an optimal learning state first introduced by psychologist 

Csíkszentmihályi (1990), conceptualises intense meditative absorption through six aspects of 

embodied experience. Presence, having garnered mainstream popularity in recent years from general 

read spiritual literature such as The Power of Now (Tolle, 1999, 2005) and Be Here Now (Ramdass, 

1971) pinpoint the empty space between past and future thinking in which pure consciousness 

perpetually resides. Mindfulness, a term often used interchangeably with meditation is simply one 
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modernised secular form of meditation, originating from the Theravada Buddhist tradition as one part 

of the eightfold path and dating back more than two and half thousand years.  

The earliest documented scientific research into meditation was on Transcendental 

Meditation, of the now well-established teachings of Maharishi Mahesh Yogi’s from the early 1960s 

in the Unites States. The original aim for studying Transcendental Meditation was in investigating 

how meditation could reduce the fight-or-fight stress response in The Relaxation Response (Benson & 

Klipper, 1975), pioneering the field of mind-body medicine. It was soon followed by a number of 

scientific studies on Transcendental Meditation, mindfulness meditation, zazen meditation then a few 

further studies on kundalini yoga and sahaja yoga. A far greater number of studies followed and 

continue to follow on mindfulness meditation. Currently the two meditation practices most studied are 

Transcendental Meditation and mindfulness meditation differ from one another, as I elaborate further 

in section 3.5 and section 3.6. Transcendental Meditation largely adopts concentration-based 

meditative techniques (samatha in Pali, samatha in Sanskrit; also, dhāraṇā in Sanskrit), whereas 

mindfulness meditation largely adopts awareness-based meditative techniques (vipassanā in Pali; 

vipaśyanā in Sanskrit). Mindfulness has commonly been defined as ‘moment-to-moment non-

judgemental awareness’ (Kabat-Zinn, 2005, p. 448) and ‘a practice of present-centred awareness’ 

(Pykett et al., 2016, p. 9). After the earliest scientific research into Transcendental Meditation in the 

United States, in 1979, the Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction (MBSR) training clinic and 8-week 

programme was founded by John Kabat-Zinn at the University of Massachusetts medical centre (see 

Kabat-Zinn, 2006). Although a radical idea at that time it has now contributed steadily to a new 

movement that integrates meditation within medicine, psychiatry, and psychology. Salient scientific 

research has also followed steadily until present day, and the benefits of mindfulness meditation on 

individual health are mostly axiomatic through medicine (Kabat-Zinn, 2018).  

Later, the 8-week Mindfulness-based Cognitive Therapy (MBCT) programme was developed 

by Mark Williams and colleagues in the UK (see Segal, Williams & Teasdale, 2002). Later still, 

Kristen Neff (2003a), pioneering the study of self-compassion in the department of educational 

psychology at the University of Texas, established the 8-week Mindful Self-compassion (MSC) 

programme (see www.centerformsc.org), a wellbeing approach that reclaims the link between 
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mindfulness and self-compassion. As such, mindfulness has become the meditation most often adopted 

as a tool in training programmes in various organisational and institutional contexts to address a range 

of emotional and cognitive states: stress, anxiety, depression, addiction, rumination, distraction to 

name the most common. Mind-work—the term that I have selected as part of the title for the 

university course at the heart of this study—has been so selected for its neutrality, universality and 

literalness. One must indeed work at meditation by working directly and explicitly with the mind 

through the body.  

There are many forms of meditation and broadening its repertoire to include a range of body-

oriented practices that stimulate ‘present-centred awareness’ (Pykett et al., 2016, p. 9) and flow 

(Csíkszentmihályi, 1990) could have positive effects on general perceptions of what meditation is and 

what it is for. Meditation is a form of contemplative practice that is both a foundational and essential 

element in eastern and western philosophical, religious and spiritual traditions (Goleman, 1988; 

Walsh, 1999; Sheldrake, 2017). Its origins and cultural currents are rich and far-reaching. Its 

applications in mostly modern secular contexts can be just as fascinating albeit subject to the 

challenges of reductionism at times.  

 

3.2.3 Basic misconceptions of meditation and their relevance to higher education 

Meditation is now mainstream. It has attracted a great deal of scientific attention and has become 

mainstream precisely because it was secularised (Sheldrake, 2017). One persistent misconception on 

meditation among non-meditators, however, is that meditation is a practice of controlling the mind 

(Kabat-Zinn, 2018). A practice of trying not to think. This is a perception that is only marginally 

accurate in that meditation involves extensive and persistent ‘attentional training’ (Goleman, 1988; 

Shapiro, Brown & Astin, 2011) or ‘focused-attention’ (Lutz et al., 2008; Davidson & Kaszniak, 2015). 

Yet, approaching meditation primarily with such a notion in mind is highly problematic for those new 

to meditation. It means, firstly, that one inevitably strains themselves in attempts at “non-thinking”. 

That is to intentionally engage in ‘aversion’ (dosa in Pali; dvesha in Sanskrit), one of the three mental 

and emotional afflictions outlined in Buddhist philosophy (kleśa in Pali; klesha in Sanskrit).  
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These mental and emotional afflictions also featured earlier in Hindu philosophy and later in 

other traditions originating in India, in particular Jainism, which shares a number of principles on the 

nature of mind-work and ethical conduct within Hinduism (Zimmer, 1953). Secondly, it means that its 

practitioner is not then training the mind to learn to gradually release them from the stronghold of the 

mind so as to enter a state of sensing for continued moments during the meditation practice, rather 

than the more dominant, (re)action-oriented and familiar thinking. This would ideally, with sustained 

practice, trickle into the fluxes and rhythms of day-to-day life happenings, building a heightened 

general sense of conscious awareness for longer periods of time outside of the meditation practice, in 

a sense, as embodying meditation itself (Barnes, 2001; Carvalho, 2017; Sarath, 2006).  

Another common misconception is that meditation is concerned exclusively with the mind, 

that is it something that a practitioner “does” only with their minds (Paramananda, 2012b). If the role 

of the body goes unacknowledged, meditation remains understood only at the theoretical/intellectual 

level, and so it remains little understood by its practitioner. Meditation is embodied. According to 

Paramananda, (2012b): ‘Embodiment is a quality of being that expresses a connection to the feeling 

side of us, to both the heart and the guts of us’, he continues; ‘when our bodies are disconnected from 

the blood and bones of ourselves, we are lost to ourselves. To be embodied is to be ‘at home’, to be 

present and alive to our felt experience’ (p. 7). Without this connection to the body that anchors us, 

the world around us shrivels to the size of our heads and one can easily become afflicted with self-

referential anxieties. Knowledge then remains at the level of theory and intellectualisation. 

Finally, one of the commonest misconceptions among non-meditators is that meditation only 

involves sitting in silence like a Buddha to “do” it. There are varieties of meditative experiences other 

than silence (Goleman, 1988). These might include guided mediations that draw upon varying 

different strategies for exploring the mind-body and completely differing approaches that involve 

movement, written word or sound. Sitting in silence in meditation does offer an individual some 

reprieve from ordinary kinds of daily performativity and then potentially offers the conditions to make 

the meditator optimally responsive to a potentially transcendent experience. Silent sitting meditations 

have been ‘widely regarded as a kind of an integrative anchor, and thus is commonly cited as a 

primary kind of formal practice, because of the mental and physical stillness it affords’ (Sarath, 2006, 
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p. 1829). Kabat-Zinn (2018) also claims that while meditation is not only concerned with sitting in 

silence, a stillness meditation practice is:  

 

‘a direct and very convenient way to cultivate greater intimacy with your own life unfolding and with 

your innate capacity to be aware—to realise how valuable, overlooked, and underappreciated an asset 

that awareness actually is’ (Foreword, p. xi).  

 

There is nowhere to escape when one sits in silence to meditate, as opposed to with a distractive but 

supportive aid like teacher guidance and music. Thus, silent sitting meditations, or stillness 

meditations, although not the only practice but one of the most challenging, are effective in 

acquainting one most brazenly with their mind. That being said, a large component of meditation is in 

the degree of embodied self-reflexivity (Pagis, 2009) that is experienced, and this often occurs—

usually intentionally—after one’s meditation sitting as daily life continues to unfold. As such, and I 

address this later in section 3.5.2 and later again in section 4.4 of Chapter Four, critical reflection is 

one criteria of a formal meditative practice. Furthermore, in the next three chapters, I return to the 

importance of follow-up practices for making sense of one’s experiences and integrating newfound 

knowledge, such as journaling, sharing experiences and listening to other’s experiences and other on-

going forms of critical reflection and self-reflexivity.  

The course at the heart of this study undoes some of the misconceptions that students of 

meditation and other contemplative practices might carry with them to the classroom. It does so in a 

few ways. Firstly, the course does not emphasis meditation as a mindful practice focused on 

remedying a particular problem by shutting off the negative habit patterns of the mind that cause 

stress, depression or anxiety. Rather it centres the emphasis on meditation on the functioning and 

quality of human relationships in daily living and being. Secondly, while the course does not 

explicitly teach terms such as body-oriented and embodiment, there is a great deal of practice that 

incorporates the sensing and feeling of emotions and states of being. Thirdly, in addition to the 

meditative practices, it incorporates critical reflection through reflective writing and active 

listening/sharing in order to take students beyond the learning of technique into a more developed 

formal practice, which is discussed further in section 3.5.1 of this chapter. These principles of the 
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meditation that are explicitly present in the course are relevant to the integration of meditation in 

higher education. This is because, as I discuss at length in Chapter Four, higher education comprises 

more than the imparting of didactic knowledge into the realm of integral development of ‘emerging 

adults’ (see Arnett, 2001) and the formation of authentic being (see Barnett, 2004). 

 

3.3 The ancient and the modern—Contributions from sage to scholar to scientist   

Meditative practices come from a range of philosophical, religious or spiritual traditions as a form of 

indigenous knowledge that existed long before the scientific method was born. Earliest records of 

meditation date back to around 1500 BCE (Taylor, 1997) through archaeological evidence, and in 

written form through the earliest texts, The Upanishads from around 800 BCE. However, many 

anthropologists having speculated that early humans were likely to have begun to meditate when 

glaring intensely into fire without the immediate need to avert threat. As such, the meditative state 

offers relatively new experiences to human beings. It is also likely that there are a number of 

meditative or similar shamanistic practices I am unaware of that originate from indigenous 

communities across the world (see Laughlin, 2018). Notwithstanding some dogmatic assumptions that 

deliberately inhibit inquiry and some inevitable demagoguery, all traditions and cultures in essence 

have been observing the same mountain but standing from different positions and perspectives. There 

is a point where these differing worldviews meet, which some general read literature has elucidated 

by examining and synthesising the commonalities of all the spiritual practices (see Walsh, 1999; see 

Sheldrake, 2017, 2019). I attempt to convey this very point within the scope of this thesis when I 

research, practice and discuss meditation, which is reflected later in section 3.6 of this chapter. This 

attempt is too an integral approach, to find the essence of all traditions so as to demonstrate their 

convergence.  

But first, we must go back in time for an overview of the various traditions in which 

meditation exists so as to understand what has been explored to date on the nature of the human mind 

and consciousness. All meditative practices serve one overarching purpose: for making sense of 

intense first-person experiences in meaningful ways. That is, for radical knowledge-seeking. 
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3.3.1 Meditation within philosophical, religious and spiritual traditions 

Earliest evidence on meditation are said to have originated circa 1500 BCE from ancient India and its 

dominant faith of that time, Vedanta (Staal, 2009). Hinduism, which developed at the end of Vedic 

period and can be seen as an extension of this period, is said to have originated between 500 and 300 

BCE (Zimmer, 1953; Zaehner, 1977). This claim, however, has been debated. It has been speculated 

that Taoist texts, of ancient China, are potentially more ancient, yet all that is known of the origins of 

Taoism (dào, 道 in Chinese Mandarin) is that its known texts date back to at least circa 400 BCE. 

Either way, China’s classical traditions were influenced enormously with the spread of Buddhism to 

the far east starting around 200CE. In Hinduism, meditation is ever-present in The Four Vedas—in 

particular The Upanishads—as well as the longest known poem to date Mahabharata, sometimes 

referred to as “the fifth veda” and containing the widely-cited and translated Bhagavad Gita (Mitchell, 

2000). There are various forms of meditation taught in various schools.  

Various forms or paths of yoga, such as hatha yoga, commonly practised initially to prepare 

oneself for stillness meditation or as an integral meditation practice in its own right. There are two 

important classical yogic texts that describe meditation. The first is the Hatha Yoga Pradipika, written 

in 1500CE, which is an instructional manual of classical yogic practices (Macneill, 2012) and the 

second is The Yoga Sutras of Patañjali, said to have been written some time between 500 and 100CE 

four-chapter collection of aphorisms on the liberation from the mind through the practice of yoga, 

which includes meditation (Farias & Wikholm, 2015). ‘Release’, or ‘liberation’ from the mind, is the 

desired state (mokṣa in Sanskrit) in both Hinduism and Jainism, which can be thought of as ‘release’ 

or ‘liberation’ and similar to the terms nibbana in Pali; nirvāṇa in Sanskrit in Buddhism. Various 

other terms include as enlightenment, awakening, satori, samadhi, metamorphosis and supreme 

identity (Wilber & DiPerna, 2017). This ‘release’ or ‘liberation’ is manifested as a calmness and 

concentration with “the self” within.  

Buddhism originates from the experiential teachings of Hindu ascetic Siddārtha Gautama 

(Buddha, literally meaning ‘awakened one’ in Pali, the ancient language of that time). Many 
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meditation techniques commonly practiced today originate from ancient Theravada Buddhist 

teachings and texts, and then later in Mahayana and Tibetan, Vajrayana and Zen teachings after one of 

the most influential Buddhist sages, the Bodhidharma, brought Buddhism to the far East, beginning 

with China, and later spreading to Korea and Japan (Schumacher & Woerner, 1989). Other Buddhist 

monks (bhikkhu in Pali; bhikṣu in Sanskrit) travelled and Buddhism gradually spread from where it 

originated in Northern India to neighbouring southern and eastern regions including Sri Lanka, 

Myanmar, Nepal, Thailand, Tibet and Indonesia. Various forms of Buddhism—of the Theravada, 

Mahayana and Tibetan, Vajrayana and Zen traditions—continue to be practiced in these regions today. 

Meditation is a pivotal daily practice on the pathway to liberation, peace and enlightenment in 

Buddhist philosophy and practice as a means of dealing with the human predicament of suffering 

(dukkha, in Pali; duḥkha; in Sanskrit). This word means ‘ill-fitting wheel’ and is arguably better 

translated as a sense of ‘unsatisfactoriness’ (see Paramananda, 2012a).  

More recently beyond the East, meditation has become known to the general public and 

adopted as a daily secular practice. With the coming of the prominent cultural figures from the 60s 

openly experimenting with eastern practices in the late sixties, eastern contemplative practices 

became popularised in the west. In particular, the modernised teaching of Transcendental Meditation 

as introduced by Hindu Maharishi Mahesh Yogi and the modernised kundalini yoga being taught 

widely at that time as introduced by Sikh Yogi Bajan to the U.S. (Singh Khalsa & Stauth, 2011). 

However, others brought meditation to the U.S. prior to this era. Indian Swami Paramahansa 

Yogananda in the 1920s and D. T. Suzuki, Japanese Zen Buddhist teacher in the 1950s aroused early 

interest in eastern meditative practices. More recently, as a result of growing scientific research in 

Mindfulness-based Interventions (MBIs) that have largely been successful in secularising meditation, 

many non-Buddhists have adopted Buddhist meditative practices. But the influence in the west began 

earlier, with Tibetan Buddhism after the Dalai Lama and other modern Tibetan Buddhism teachers 

was exiled from Tibet in 1950. Meditation in Tibetan Buddhism, more recently, evolved differently to 

include darkness, light, isolation and lucid dreaming practices. Some have referred to this more recent 

increased interest in secular Buddhism as Western Dharma (Batchelor, 2011; Bazzano, 2014; Kabat-

Zinn, 2017), while others have critiqued it for being too ‘dharma-light’ (see Hyland, 2016).  
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In fact, it is appropriate to remove Buddhist meditation practices from their origins because of 

the association with religious order. And, by contrast, it is also inappropriate to do so, if one 

understands the original teachings of the Buddha, to assume that there is no need at all for a secular 

version. Indeed, the teachings of the Buddha are common to all human beings: from first-person 

observation of the mind through the framework of the body, conscious awareness of the law of 

impermanence can be cultivated, which in turn alleviates human suffering (Byrom, 1993). This is 

perhaps the reason that Buddhism is the most popular eastern religion in the west. In Jainism, the 

oldest non-Vedic Indian religion, meditation is central to the spiritual practice and is thought to help 

attain enlightenment by lessening karmic attachments. Jain meditation is believed to be the pathway 

to liberation through the three jewels: faith, knowledge and ethical conduct. In Sikhism, originating in 

India in 1500CE, meditation (simran in Gurmukhi) is practiced through a wide range of techniques 

alongside ethical conduct. The practice in the Sikh tradition is adopted to feel the presence of God and 

become one with the ‘divine light’.  

To continue further east with Taoism, Taoist meditations involves various meditative 

practices of concentration, movement, insight and visualisations of the body, breath and nature. 

Inward training involves breath regulation meditation and the enlargement and relaxing of the mind 

for the cultivation of ‘life force’ or ‘life energy’ (qi, 气 in Chinese Mandarin). Around 100BC, the 

school of Taoism identified the three great founding teachers, or Tzu (子, masters) when it began to 

trace it roots (Palmer, 2006). These were, and still are Lao Tzu, Chuang Tzu and Lieh Tzu. The 

earliest seminal text Tao Te Ching (dàodé jīng, 道德经, in Chinese Mandarin) is ascribed to Lao Tzu, 

yet there is almost nothing at all known about this master (Mitchell, 1988), whom some believe is 

fictional. Lieh Tzu is also believed to be a fictional figure, which leaves only Chuang Tzu, of the 

ancient texts of the same name. Taoism is known as ‘the search for the Tao, the Way of Nature which, 

if you could become part of it, would take you to the edge of reality and beyond.’ (Palmer, 2006, p. 

xiii). The Tao can be understood as source, timelessness, the birth of consciousness, universal energy 

or supreme nature. Thus, Taoism is one of the few classical traditions that can be both/either 

philosophy and religion to its practitioners, but given the reference to the Tao as being older God in 
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verse four of Tao Te Ching, it is more accurate to view Taoism as a philosophical tradition (2005, p. 

448): 

 

‘The Tao is like a well: 

used but never used up.  

It is like the eternal void: 

filled with infinite possibilities. 

 

It is hidden but always present.  

It don’t know who gave birth to it,  

It is older than God.’ 

  

Taoism having evolved in various ways, consequently, boasts a vast range of meditative practices. 

Some include internal observation for heightening awareness (Wong, 1997). Furthermore, less known 

to incorporate meditative practices are Confucianism and Shintoism. Confucianism, an ancient 

Chinese philosophical tradition that is estimated to have developed between 500 and 400BCE (Yu-

Lan, 1948) incorporates jìngzuò (靜坐 in Chinese Mandarin, translating as ‘quiet sitting’ or ‘sitting in 

silence’), similar to some Taoist and Zen meditations. Shintoism, a religion that developed much later 

in Japan in 800CE (Littleton, 2005), also incorporates meditation for revering the earth and the Gods. 

Given its longevity and cultural prominence in the east to this day, it is easy then to assume 

that meditation is inherently eastern, but it is not, rather it is inherently human—of conscious 

beings—to contemplate the nature of our existence. Western philosophical, religious and spiritual 

traditions also practiced various forms of meditation. For example, Stoicism of Hellenistic philosophy 

(heavily influenced by the earlier teachings of Socrates) bears great similarity to some of the same 

eastern teachings on meditation and liberation (Holiday, 2016; Wright, 2017). This is mostly because 

the approach emphasises the experiential learning on the meaningfulness of transcending the 

limitations of the mind, through various forms of contemplative and critical reflection on the nature of 

life events that cause personal suffering.  

Later, enduring texts of some sages of ancient Rome, including stoic Marcus Aurelius, are 

clearly meditative in their philosophical treatment of hardship and suffering in one’s life (see 

Needleman & Piazza’s 2008 The Essential Marcus Aurelius). Relatively modern cultural contexts, 
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such as mid-nineteenth century America, is also home to contemporary sages, namely Henry 

Theroux—mentored by transcendentalist philosopher Ralph Waldo Emerson. Theroux markedly 

attributes his memoir Walden Pond (1854) to eastern contemplative thought but arrived at this 

wisdom through first-person contemplative experiences on the nature of existence rather than from 

travel to and study in the east. This was the birth of the more contemporary philosophical tradition of 

Transcendentalism from around 1820 in the eastern United States (see Goodman, 2015).  

The Abrahamic faiths too—Judaism, Christianity and Islam—all incorporate meditative 

practices in one form or another as part of their traditional teachings. In Judaism, meditation is 

referenced in the early Jewish text, The Tanach. The purpose of the meditation practice in Judaism is 

thought to be for comprehending divinity, with various forms of visualisation and critical reflection 

being used for the deepening of one’s knowledge and understanding. In Kabbalah, the ancient Jewish 

mystical tradition, meditation has also been practiced since 1300BCE. Kabbalistic meditation is 

known as dillug and tzeruf. In Christianity, meditation can be practiced as various forms of 

contemplative prayer to connect with and reflect upon the word of God. Christian contemplative 

tradition practices guarding the intellect (Walsh, 1999), a practice for heightening awareness. Other 

practices consist of focusing on a series of words, such as passages from The Bible (a practice known 

as divine reading or lectio divina) and reflecting on the meaning to deepen one’s personal relationship 

with God (Hall, 1988; Keator, 2019). Roman Catholicism includes the repetition of prayer with rosary, 

a practice similar to mantra repetition with mala beads in Hinduism, Jainism and Buddhism. There 

are also branches originating from Christianity such as Quakerism, which emphasise stillness and 

silence as a way of having a personal relationship with the ‘inner light’, or God.  

 Sufism—the ancient nomadic path that eventually flourished within Islam around 110CE 

and became commonly known as Islamic mysticism—incorporates meditative practices of mindful 

breathing, being watchfulness of the moment, the repetition of spiritual words, known as zhikr, and 

dance, known by various names but generally known as Sufi turning (Fadiman & Frager, 1997), a 

movement meditation. Persian poet and mystic Rumi is perhaps the most influential Sufi known today. 

There are several similarities between Sufism and various aspects of Buddhist meditation, such as 

concentration and other focused-introspection techniques. Meditation in Sufism is believed to 
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improve healing ability and enhance creativity, in addition to awakening the heart and mind and 

allowing inner growth and closeness to God (Fadiman & Frager, 1997). And there is more. Meditation 

and prayer both play a central role in the Baha’i faith, perhaps the most inclusive and universal faith 

to date, originating from Persia fewer two hundred years ago (Baha’i Reference Library, 2019). 

Baha’i meditation is practiced as a critically reflective tool to deepen a practitioner’s knowledge and 

understanding of the words of God. This is believed to maintain one’s spiritual union with God, 

increasing the transformative power that receptive prayer can facilitate. Also originating from Persia, 

the polytheistic faith of the Parsi, Zoroastrianism, also draws upon the practice of meditation in the 

Gathas texts. It is one of the oldest religions in the world.  

These are the major faiths (Hinduism, Buddhism, Sikhism, Jainism, Shintoism, 

Zoroastrianism, Judaism, Kabballah, Christianity, Sufism and Baha’i) and philosophical traditions 

that I can name (Taoism, Confucianism, Stoicism and Transcendentalism) that are known to 

incorporate meditation as solitary and/or group practices, alongside six other practices, which include 

gratitude, connecting with nature, relating to plants, daily rituals, singing/chanting, and finally, 

pilgrimage and holy places (see Sheldrake, 2017) and many others (see Sheldrake, 2019). However, 

there are countless offshoots and contemporary religions and spiritualities that incorporate the practice 

of meditation, as well cosmological traditions, such as the southern African cosmological tradition, 

Ubuntu, ‘the root of African philosophy’ (Ramose, 2002, p. 230) upon which the ‘be-ing of an 

African in the universe is inseparably anchored’ (Ramose, 2002, p. 230). Marabout, Navajo, Kogi 

Mamas, Totemic-animistic and other indigenous and shamanistic cultures ‘that are less likely to 

appear in psychophysical studies of meditation’ (Laughlin, 2018, p. 239) are yet still ancient 

cosmological and symbolic traditions that incorporate various forms of meditation. Overall, that 

which can be understood from this description on the origins of meditation is:  

• meditation exists in both eastern religious traditions (such as Buddhism) and western 

religious traditions (such as Christianity);  

• meditation exists in both eastern and western philosophical traditions (such as Taoism and 

Stoicism) and eastern and western religious traditions (such as Jainism and Islam);  
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• meditation exists in both monotheistic religions (such as Judaism) and polytheistic religions 

(such as the more esoteric Vajrayana Buddhism and Shintoism) as well as in a number of 

indigenous and shamanistic cultures;  

• meditation exists within a number of offshoots from various religions (such as Tantra 

emerging from within Hinduism and Buddhism, or Gnosticism and Quakerism originating in 

Jewish-Christian milieus); and  

• meditation is largely practiced as a tool for the awakening of consciousness by deepening 

self-knowledge and self-understanding of oneself in relation to others (and God in some 

traditions) and the world in relation to them.  

The philosophical, spiritual and religious traditions from which meditation originates means either 

very little or very much depending on whether one practices meditation as a non-secular practice or a 

secular practice. Still, I argue later in section 3.5 that origins and traditions must be attributed—even 

in modern secular contexts—when meditation is discussed critically and taught plentifully because 

attribution of origins is an honest undiluted presentation of these rich cultural concepts and practices.  

 

3.3.2 Modern shifts—three points at which meditation and modern science meet  

The increased interest in understanding meditation with respect to the human mind has made 

meditation the subject of scientific investigation. These investigations have gradually shifted from 

what Walsh & Shapiro (2006) describe as first-order questions “does meditation work?” to second-

order questions “how does meditation work?”. Wisdom traditions have tended to use language of 

metaphor to explain how meditation works (see Metzner, 1986, as an example of numerous 

metaphors). I maintain that language of metaphor is still extremely useful and a way that many make 

sense of their first-person experiences. Furthermore, metaphor can provide culturally-responsive 

approaches to teaching meditation. However, it is far more common for contemporary researchers to 

adopt two other types of explanation: how meditation works as a mechanism and how meditation 

works as a process. 
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Finally, evolutionary psychology and neuroscience has provided an additional explanation 

based on the nature of the human mind and consciousness. Again, not without blind spots, as the 

common worldview for many evolutionary psychologists and neuroscientists is materialist. That is, 

that meditation is simply something that happens within our brains and can be explained as a hard 

science (see Sheldrake, 2017, for more thorough critiques of limitations of the materialist worldview 

in discussions on spirituality and science). Nonetheless, this final explanation can arguably provide 

the most satisfactory combination of metaphor, process, and mechanism as well as relatability from 

first-person experiences for the average person today. However, it depends what personal significance 

and value is placed on the direct experiences of the meditators. Thus, there is certainly space for the 

addition of a more culturally-responsive dialogue in this explanation (see Laughlin, 2018).  

 

3.3.3.1 Meditation as mechanism 

In contemporary scientific research, mechanistic explanations of how meditation works is more 

common. The worldview tends to be materialist, that mind/body are machine-like and can be studied 

as such. Psychological mechanisms include relaxation, desensitisation, deautomatisation, catharsis 

and counter-conditioning (see Murphy & Donovan, 1997). Cognitive mechanisms include insight, 

self-monitoring/self-regulating, self-control, self-acceptance and self-understanding (see Baer, 2003). 

Physiological mechanisms include reduced arousal, modified autonomic nervous system activity, 

stress immunization, and hemispheric synchronization and laterality shifts (see Cahn & Polich, 2006; 

see Davidson et al., 2003). There are two problematic consequences of mechanistic explanations that 

have serious ethical and educational implications.  

The first is being susceptible to inappropriate reductionism. As Shapiro and Walsh (2006) 

explain, ‘because they imply that higher order changes and processes can be understood in terms of 

lower order ones, mechanistic explanations sometimes lend themselves to inappropriate reductionism’ 

(p. 91). That is, mind and body are treated as machine-like. At times, mechanistic explanations of 

meditation have been misused to reduce meditative phenomena to nothing except the mechanism 

itself (see Wilber, 2000) and materialism (Sheldrake, 2017). That is, in viewing consciousness as 

nothing but physiological, an example of this indicated in Crick and Koch’s (1998) assertion that ‘the 
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problem of consciousness can, in the long run, be solved only by explanations at the neural level’ (p. 

277). Conceptualisations of meditative experiences are thus sometimes viewed exclusively in terms of 

those psychological or psychosocial factors (see Coyle, 2008). This might not sound problematic, yet 

in therapeutic and educational settings it could undermine the significance that individuals place on 

their first-person experiences.  

The second is the misappropriation of the practice. One serious ethical concern with 

mechanistic explanations of meditation is the manner in which they can be and have been 

misappropriated. Grof and Grof (2017) and others (see Rosch, 1999; Wilber, 2000) have discussed 

that forcing meditative and other experiences into conventional categories is to the serious detriment 

of students and participants. There are many forms of reductionism, for example, neural (activity in 

the brain), such as an analysis of a meditative experience or insights and in terms of neural deficits 

such as amnesias and disordered spatial processing. Another form of reductionism is pathological, 

such as an analysis of a meditative experience or insights as dissociation or defensive regression. In 

Coyle’s (2006) words, ‘it is as if researchers are so concerned with constructing their work as 

unquestionably scientific and psychological that they sometimes end up producing research that is 

reductionist and that brackets what, for many participants, lies at the heart of the research topic.’ (p. 3).    

 

3.3.3.2 Meditation as process 

In contrast to mechanistic explanations of meditation, which attempt to explain meditation in terms of 

‘lower levels of a system’ (Shapiro & Walsh, 2006), understandings of processes ‘can refer to any 

level and are therefore less susceptible to inappropriate reductionism’ (p. 91). Aside from 

transforming emotional states and qualities through meditation techniques such as loving-kindness or 

gratitude-based practices, there are three main processes that can be seen from an accumulation of 

cultural and scientific understandings of meditation. These are:  

1. The cultivation and finetuning of attention;  

2. The heightening and refinement of awareness;  

3. The generation, heightening and/or cultivation of compassion, loving-kindness, empathic joy 

and equanimity; and 
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4. The shift towards and into disidentification.  

Attention is a vital precondition of the heightening and refining awareness, which is discussed at 

length in the section 3.4.1 as one of the two main qualities of mind. Psychologist Carl Rogers defined 

individuals who are fully functioning as being able to allow ‘awareness to flow freely in and through 

their experiences’ (Raskin & Rogers, 1995, p. 146). The heightening and refinement of awareness, 

also discussed in section 3.4.1, is a vital precondition for a further important meditative process: 

disidentification (anattā in Pali; anātman in Sanskrit). Additionally, section 3.4.2 discusses further 

qualities of heart-mind that are strongly linked to disidentification. One definition of disidentification 

is as a process by which conscious awareness observes so precisely that it no longer identifies with, 

mental content such as thoughts, feelings, and mental imagery (see Walsh & Shapiro, 2006). 

Disidentification as a quality of (no-)mind is discussed in section 3.4.3.  

In sum, in briefly reviewing classical metaphoric teachings of metaphor and salient scientific 

research, different means for understanding and explaining meditation resonate in different ways for 

different individuals. Mechanistic explanations, although valuable in formal discussions and offering 

empirical evidence, also provide the highest risk of reductionism and misappropriation. A 

combination of first-person, second-person and third-person approach has been encouraged (see 

Davidson & Kaszniak, 2015) as a conceptually and methodologically more rigorous approach to the 

study of meditation. Overall, however, as a teacher and long-term meditator, the most empowering 

and relevant means of understanding meditation, which I encourage in my students and novice 

meditators to understand through direct experience, first-person approaches. 

 

3.3.3.3 Meditation as part of human evolution 

In recent years, what is known about human evolution has taught us much about the condition of the 

human mind and consciousness. Some modern scholars have described meditation as neither religion 

nor faith, but rather as a technology of upgrading the mind so as to enrich one’s life, including one’s 

religious life (see Michaelson, 2013). Some modern scholars, such as progressive Alan Wallace (see 

www.alanwallace.org) and biologist, philosopher and neuroscientist Francisco Varela (see 

www.mindandlife.org), have concluded that the first-person investigation of the human mind and 
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consciousness constitute a valid science of the human mind. Their conclusions are determined by an 

empirical approach to knowledge: exploration through observation. Scientific knowledge is in 

alignment with some dimensions of ancient knowledge. Neuroscience and modern psychology have 

illuminated our understanding of the human mind and how then meditation can support individuals in 

not only better understanding the mind but also in transcending and transmuting its limitations.  

In his Massive Open Online Course (MOOC) with Coursera (see www.coursera.org) 

Buddhism and Modern Psychology and his recent book based on much of the same content, Why 

Buddhism is True: The Science and Philosophy of Meditation and Enlightenment (2017), professor 

Wright formalised a compelling number of evidence-based arguments made by scientists on the 

nature of the human mind and consciousness. The main crux is on how then the Buddha’s teachings 

on the practice of meditation and the process of enlightenment, are in alignment with what is known 

today about the nature of the human mind. Wright (2017) relies on science: on evolutionary biology 

and psychology, cognitive science and neuroscience. This is fascinating work that offers a modern 

scientific framework from which to understand how and why meditation works, without an overt 

focus on neither its effects nor its religious or spiritual dimension. Rather, with an overt focus on the 

habit patterns of the human mind and consciousness. Wright (2017) asserts that ‘Buddhism’s 

diagnosis of the human predicament is fundamentally correct, and that its prescription is deeply valid 

and urgently important’ (p. 12). This diagnosis comes from the insight that the Buddha arrived at 

through an arduous first-person approach to knowledge.  

Although I am doubtful of hyperbolic arguments about this time in history being the most 

important time for human beings to seek knowledge through meditation and other contemplative 

practices, I am also partly in agreement for two reasons. Firstly, if one is to take an evolutionary 

perspective of the human mind and consciousness and how the mind hinders human beings alongside 

an increased complexity of cultures, now has to be the most complex time in history, culturally. 

Secondly, since there is a correlation between spiritual practices, including meditation, and wellbeing 

(see Koenig et al., 2012). Meditation is worthy of educational research simply for matters of human 

flourishing.  
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Furthermore, it is reasonable to claim that foundational Buddhist meditative teachings on 

training the mind, with its focus on liberation from the limitations of the human mind (the root cause 

of human suffering), address critical aspects of the human predicament. In a sense, science has caught 

up in providing a new set of tools for investigating meditative experiences through third-person 

approaches. It stands to reason then that the prescription Buddhism offers may be applicable and 

useful to resolve that predicament, as a first-person approach. In applying what scientists largely agree 

on about human evolution and the role of the human mind, ancient teachings on meditation are 

consistent with scientific evidence and therefore palpably true. To summarise the four main ideas:  

1. the beneficial potential of meditation come from the possibility of realising that one’s 

emotional reactions and the consequent feelings they generate—which operate in an 

automated manner outside of one’s conscious control—are often inappropriate and even 

counterproductive relative to the real-world situations that induce them;  

2. the disparity between causes and responses is rooted in evolution because human beings have 

inherited from our nonhuman and human ancestors a complex affect device suited to life 

circumstances that are very different from those of human beings today. That device—which 

is controlled from varied sectors of the nervous systems—was created by natural selection 

and assisted by genetic transmission over a long period of time. As such, it worked well for 

nonhuman primates and later for human hunter gatherers, but it has worked far less well as 

cultures have become more complex;  

3. meditation allows individuals to realise that “the self” as rational director of its decisions is 

illusory, and that the degree to which human beings are at the mercy of an unstable poorly 

controlled system places them at a considerable disadvantage in today’s societies and cultures; 

and  

4. the presence-centred awareness induced by meditation helps the construction of an 

enlightened humanity and counters the growing tribalism of contemporary societies and 

cultures. 

 

Therefore, I maintain that meditation is concerned as much with the self in relation to others 
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(the conscious awareness of others in relation to oneself) as it is concerned with the self in relation to 

the self (the conscious awareness of one’s own mind/thoughts/thinking in relation to oneself). This is 

because perceived threat and possible conflict is the device for which relentless negative or distressing 

thoughts dominate our actions and behaviours, should they go unexamined. For this important reason, 

the course at the heart of this study is centred on the development of interpersonal and intrapersonal 

relationships. The dimensions of other meditative practices that are grounded in community and 

positive emotional states towards others, such as compassion, loving-kindness, empathic joy and 

gratitude (mettā in Pali; maitrī in Sanskrit) can address the self/other dichotomy that contributes to 

tribal behaviours in society to this day. Hence, meditative practices that are explicit in their treatment 

of emotions and thoughts about the self and others can be especially effective. As Wright (2017) 

concludes, meditation essentially offers a pathway away from suffering in its ability to increase 

consciousness of the human predicament as well as provide alternative modes of being. This is done 

by way of unravelling the notion of a self in relation to others, which is a means of deepening one’s 

self-understanding and self-knowledge, while at the same time loosening one’s grip on one’s idea of 

their identity altogether.  

 

3.4 Defining meditation and meditative practices         

Because meditation and meditative practices are open to broad interpretations (Walsh & Shapiro, 

2006), it is important to begin by distinguishing between these two common concepts. Meditation, in 

its most basic definition, is the for intentional, attentional and attitudinal training of the mind as a 

means of transcending its limitations (Shapiro & Carlson, 2009). While meditative practice is a 

particular daily or near-daily activity that is meditative in so far as it is likely to induce a state of 

presence-centred awareness in its practitioner and is concerned more with sensing and being than 

thinking and doing. The practice itself is habitual (preferably) and is a training of sorts that has no real 

end; a meditative practice being an ongoing even infinite process. To meditate habitually is to commit 

to an ongoing endeavour to transcend the limitations of the human mind, so as transform oneself, 

others and the world in the relation to oneself.  

In addition, I must briefly distinguish between two common concepts that also emerge in 
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discussions on meditation: these are practice and technique to avoid later confusion in section 3.6 of 

this chapter. A meditation practice is only one. It is the moment in which its practitioner honours time 

and space and engages in meditation by sensing within and from the body. The meditation techniques 

for one meditation practice are many. There are literally hundreds of different meditation techniques 

that can be grouped according to the human qualities they cultivate, traditions, styles, types or 

activities. One can engage, for example, in a meditation practice that is mostly concentrative, such as 

the repetition of a sacred utterance (mantra in Sanskrit). The number of mantra repetition techniques, 

however, are too numerous to list, with some of the most common being Transcendental Meditation, 

laya yoga and some kundalini yoga meditations, such as gan puttee kriya, renamed medical 

meditations by some of the most renowned kundalini yoga teachers of the Yogi Bhajan tradition (see 

Singh Khalsa & Stauth, 2011).   

 

3.4.1 Cultivating the mind for attention and awareness—The two main qualities of mind-work  

One of the most accessible ways to frame our understanding of meditation is to distinguish between a 

technique or practice that cultivates attentional awareness (samatha in Pali; śamatha in Sanskrit) and 

a technique (such as the scanning of the body) or practice (such as mindfulness meditation) that 

cultivates awareness into insight (vipassanā in Pali; vipaśyanā in Sanskrit). Various traditions espouse 

varying views on meditation, but on the need to train samatha as a fundamental component they agree 

entirely without exception (Goleman, 1988). There are also traditions within which meditation 

practices cultivate only samatha explicitly, such as transcendental meditation, and some that cultivate 

both samatha and vipassana in an integrated manner: these are Tibetan Buddhism (through vipassana 

meditation or ‘insight meditation’), Chán Buddhism (禅 in Chinese Mandarin), known more widely 

as Zen Buddhism (Eckel, 2005; through zazen meditation), and Theravada Buddhism (through 

vipassana meditation or insight meditation; see www.dhamma.org, for the popular modern form of 

the Buddha’s teachings of Burmese-born Hindu Sri S. N. Goenka).  

It should be noted that vipassana is a quality of mind cultivated through meditation, but it has 

also been used to name the main meditation practice within Tibetan Buddhism and Theravada 

Buddhism, in the west, this type of meditation is literally named insight meditation (see Goldstein & 
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Kornfield, 2001; see Salzberg, 2001). In Figure 3.4a the two qualities of mind that meditation 

cultivates can be seen. Some meditation techniques or practices specifically aim to cultivate samatha 

in finetuning one’s ability to concentrate by focusing on an object of meditation, such as meditations 

that involve the repetition of a mantra. Some cultivate both but with explicit emphasis on vipassana, 

such as mindfulness meditation and insight meditation (adapted from the vipassana meditation 

tradition), and also zazen meditation.   

 

 

Figure 3.4a Tree of the two main qualities of mind-work 

 

The cultivation of vipassana as a quality of mind teaches practitioners to embrace the nature 

of reality: of the condition of the human mind and of the limitations it poses to all human beings. I 

have divided these two qualities in such a way that they are not truly separate from one another, as 

two sides of a tree. Many meditation practices cultivate samatha (such as mindfulness of breathing or 
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mindful body-awareness), which explicitly pave the way for and implicitly lead into vipassana after 

considerable repeated and systematic calming of the internal mental chatter of the mind. Samatha also 

increases one’s capacity to sit in silence through a single-pointed meditation technique. Vipassana, on 

the other hand, has a different emphasis. Meditation involves an inclusive focus on anything in the 

present moment of one’s experience. While there are different practices that aim to cultivate either the 

qualities of mind of samatha into vipassana, or samatha and vipassana, within the realms of medicine 

and therapy, the scope and aims of mindfulness-based interventions are very similar to those of 

[Transcendental Meditation]’ (Farias & Wikholm, 2015, p. 97).  

This awareness is enlivened through a non-judgmental acceptance of all that arises in the 

mind and body as one observes oneself. An awareness that induces experiencing moments of sensing 

without thinking, and to the best of one’s current ability, observing these moments without adding 

heavily value-laden judgements of the experience or towards oneself. Holland (2006) describes an 

example of how samatha moves into vipassana: 

 

‘This is accomplished by using the sensations of one’s breathing as a means of staying in the present 

moment, and from that vantage point, observing the thoughts, feelings, and physical sensations that 

arise and dissipate as each moment is formed. The breath, then, offers a sort of gentle anchor and is a 

practical vantage point from which to observe because it is always present but also always changing; as 

such, breath is an immediately available metaphor for life itself’ (pp. 1848-9). 

 

Most stillness practices, as detailed in section 3.5, implicitly or explicitly cultivate both because the 

preparatory mind-work that samatha gives a practitioner is vital to the development later or 

simultaneously of vipassana. Vipassana is often questionably considered by students and teachers to 

be the ultimate form of meditation and an elevated quality of mind to cultivate (Paramananda, 2012a). 

I argue that this is misguided. The cultivation of samatha is foundational, it is simple in description 

and technique, not at all easy for human beings, and it can take years to cultivate. Kabat-Zinn (1994) 

is known for reminding practitioners that the practices are ‘simple but not easy’ (p.8). Furthermore, 

the cultivation of samatha naturally moves into the more elevated cultivation of vipassana with 

consistent practice and discipline because one becomes sufficiently grounded for experiencing more 

sustained elevated states of being.   
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A meditative practice offers its practitioner the potential for the eventual cultivation of both 

samatha and vipassana if not the simultaneous or immediate cultivation of both. For example, 

breathing meditations that turn the practitioners’ attention to the rhythms, sounds and sensations of 

the breathing body while stilling the mind in the process predominantly cultivate samatha. These 

could involve simple observations and/or even simple regulation of the breath in order to assist the 

practitioner in noticing that which already presents itself but has yet to be noticed. Vipassana then 

takes the practice a step further, by teaching that when judgement is applied to observation, 

identification steps in. For instance, instead of simply noticing an irritating itch on one’s nose, the 

practitioner spends considerable time paying close attention to it and willing it to stop (engaging in 

dosa in Pali; dvesha in Sanskrit). Should that which arises be pleasant, for instance, an exciting or 

interesting thought or sensation in the body, adding judgment is to will it to intensify or continue 

(engaging in ‘craving’; lobha in Pali; rāga in Sanskrit). Both states are dominated by future and past 

thinking, and a lack of understanding that both mental states are in constant flux. They are 

impermanent. Hence, acting and reacting is needless. Resisting and controlling is needless. Both 

mental states therefore lack the presence-centred awareness cultivated through samatha and vipassana. 

That which a non-meditator needs to bear in mind above all, is that meditative practices often 

begin with techniques that cultivate samatha since the human mind requires this type of extensive 

training. In many traditions, there are stages or levels of meditative practice and some modern texts 

have also conceptualised these stages effectively (see Goleman, 1988, as an example). With the 

exception of samatha as foundational, I consider it misguided to speak of hierarchy, levels and stages 

in the meditative process. The meditation process is not always linear and conceptualising the practice 

in a hierarchical manner is, to some extent, a means of attempting to achieve a particular fixed goal or 

status as a meditator rather than to remain open to the richness and multifariousness of meditative 

experiences.   

 

3.4.2 Cultivating the heart-mind for compassion, loving-kindness, empathic joy and equanimity—The 

third quality of mind-work 
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The cultivation of human qualities of mind—samatha and vipassana—assume a dissolution or 

peeling away of identity, which is in essence a process of deconstructing of the conditioned, socially 

or otherwise, “illusory” self. This is because they lead the practitioner towards disidentification. 

However, there is also a set of human qualities—of heart and mind—known as the brahmavihara that 

assume a process of reconstructing the self. It is worth noting that these set of practices are of heart-

mind cultivation, rather than of mind cultivation.  

 

Figure 3.4b Tree/heart of the third set of qualities of mind-work  

 

Often referred to as “the four divine states” or “the four immeasurables” (see Loy, 2005), the 

brahmavihara comprises loving-kindness (mettā in Pali; maitrī in Sanskrit), compassion (karunā in 

Pali and Sanskrit), empathic joy (muditā in Pali; and Sanskrit) and equanimity (upekkh ā in Pali; 
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upeksā in Sanskrit), these are generative of particular kinds of emotions and states, and so can be 

referred to as generative meditative practices. Scholars and philosophers have disputed whether 

vipassana encompasses the brahmavihara because the generation of this set of heart-mind qualities 

requires lucid awareness and the beginnings of disidentification.   

For example, generating a sense of compassion towards others through a meditative practice 

requires that one steps outside of their own hurt, anger or other negative emotion that might come 

from having had a conflict with the other. This implies the focused mind-work of samatha, but more 

importantly, this undoubtedly requires the awareness of one’s own feelings and thoughts. Unlike 

vipassana, however, there is a greater focus on emotions and states that reverse, alter, cultivate, 

reconstruct and turn on their head certain negative emotions and thoughts into more heartfelt ones that 

further the separation of the self from the other and the world. As such, Figure 3.4b represents the 

qualities of heart-mind that brahmavihara cultivate, but position them as emergent from within 

vipassana. The reason for this brief discussion of the qualities of the heart-mind is because the course 

at the heart of this study incorporates some adaptations of the brahmavihara practices since the course 

is focused on human relationships. Ultimately, the course involves a set of meditative practices and 

critical reflection that combine the interplay of both deconstruction of self—lessening the impact of 

the limitations of the mind—and reconstruction of self—heightening the human qualities that support 

human flourishing and non-duality.   

 

3.4.3 Towards a rupturing of “self”—disidentification and revelation of true nature as the ultimate 

quality of (no-)mind 

To dis-identify (anattā in Pali; anātman in Sanskrit) is to fully embody a non-dualist worldview. 

Sustaining disidentification are two things: the attempt to deepen one’s meditative practice and the 

insistence on not taking an instrumentalist approach to meditation by adopting deeper interpretations 

of the classical teachings of the practice. Katie (2002), Spira (2017) and Tolle (2009) regard the 

process of enlightenment or awakening, though they use a different vocabulary, as a process of ‘ego-

disidentification’, meaning learning to observe one’s experience, including one’s own thinking, which 

is often regarded as incessant and dysfunctional.   
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In his 2008 TED Talk entitled Your Genes Are Not Your Fate, renowned nutritionist and 

yoga/meditation practitioner Dean Ornish recited a time when someone asked him, based on his daily 

practices, if he was a Hindu. To which he replied, “no, I am an undo”. The ultimate quality of mind is 

the undoing of the self, which can be seen largely as a socially conditioned self and not a tangible, 

indestructible, infinite or even true self. Undoing the self is the undoing of various aspects of 

identities that prop up the self and give it life and form. These could include gender, sexuality, race, 

ethnicity, nationality, physicality, age, social class and personality. Meditation is a process of 

deconstruction that ultimately—hair-by-hair and tooth-by-tooth—it undoes by examining and 

questioning these aspects of the self. Perhaps the common metaphor melts away or ‘dissolves the self’ 

is more apt because it refers to those various forms of identity are actually quite intangible, illusory, 

unfixed or socially conditioned. This process is ongoing until no self is left. No self might refer to 

what is left when the socially-conditioned self is dissolved, but it is even more primitive and complex 

than social-conditioning. It might involve inherited genetic trauma to name one addition to the many 

layers of the self. Either way one understands the deconstruction or reconstruction of the self, the 

process is to ultimately return to “true self”, “no-self”, source or pure consciousness.  

One example of a source of identification is national identity. I have been fortunate enough to 

have learnt from a young age of the transitory nature of national identity, as the child of southern 

Italian immigrants in the UK. In the UK, I am Italian, in Italy, I am British. It changes from time to 

time and my own feelings about where I am from or where I belong—particularly after now having 

lived in six countries—has also been in constant flux and changed over the years. To the point when it 

seems so clearly unstable and insecure, identification with one’s national identity, is often futile. This 

is not the case for everyone all of the time, it is but one real-world example. There are endless sources 

of identification and social conditioning that each of us can draw upon, question and critically 

examine for their truthfulness and/or relevance to situations, learning and knowing.  

The following quotation epitomises the reason a meditation practice is to end—theoretically 

and systematically—for being no longer required:  
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‘Make no mistake about it—enlightenment is a destructive process. It has nothing to do with becoming 

better or being happier. Enlightenment is the crumbling away of untruth. It’s seeing through the façade 

of pretence. It’s the complete eradication of everything we imagined to be true.’ (Adyashanti, 2010, p. 

136).  

 

Long-held or established truths in one’s life begin to lose their impetus with sustained practice. These 

might be truths about one’s own identity. This is what is referred to as “self”. The crumbling away of 

“self” is the beginning of disidentification with the mind. I reiterate, the nature of academic inquiry 

could also be likened to the nature of inquiry into the self. The crumbling away of untruth could be 

seen as the crumbling away of pre-conceived beliefs we might have about a particular subject or 

object before having examined or questioned it in depth. And so, not necessarily a quest for happiness 

because one’s preferences or hopes may not be reflected in the discovery, but rather a quest for 

undoing self-limitations. There are many simple examples that illustrate this very notion. Treating 

another person as “an other”, as in othering, because of their racial difference is an obvious example 

of a limiting self-framework. It indicates what one thinks of themselves in relation to others rather 

than simply what one thinks about the other. Hence, I often come full circle to return to more 

subjective and personalised pedagogic approaches to learning and knowing for their potential for 

unravelling and undoing at a deep level. Namely, in questioning the self at the deepest level. I discuss 

self-inquiry meditation in greater detail in Chapter Six in order to make the connection between self- 

and inquiry more patent.  

 Intense heightening of awareness and ‘abiding awareness’ (Adyashanti, 2010, p. 5) are said to 

allow meditators to notice and dis-identify, not just from a problematic subset of thoughts, emotions, 

or images, but from all of them. The result is said to be the ability to observe all experiences with 

serenity and equanimity. This is sometimes described as witnessing or samadhi in yogic traditions 

(Feuerstein, 1996), divine apatheia in Christian contemplative traditions and many other wisdom 

traditions have a concept that relates to disidentification or no-self. Zen Buddhism provide a good 

example of the process towards disidentification in Ten Ox Herding Pictures (Schumacher & 

Woerner, 1989), a process from taming the mind to transcending it. 
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Finally, I must add a few words on the deeper meaning of mindfulness as meditation, 

disposition and attitude, to adequately capture the depth of the practice. Until now, I have used the 

more wide-spread definition of mindfulness in Chapter Two and this chapter so far, which is that of 

‘moment-to-moment non-judgemental awareness’ (Kabat-Zinn, 2005, p. 448) or ‘pure awareness’ 

(Kabat-Zinn, 2017, p. 1125). One of the contentious areas of discussion surrounding the 

mainstreaming of mindfulness in mostly therapeutic and educational settings is that its deeper 

meaning and essence is either diluted or lost. This could be because of its reductionism or 

commodification (see Hyland, 2016), commodification in part the cause of reductionism. Another 

possibility is that it is a natural tendency of the mind to avoid depth, because it fears loss of 

identification. It fears its death. The threat begins with the initiation of a practice. One of the reasons I 

argue for a deepening of mindfulness—for example, by drawing upon it as a preparatory practice with 

the deeper practice of self-inquiry—is on this very point. I dedicate attention to mindfulness 

meditation specifically because mindfulness is currently by far the most mainstreamed and widely-

researched. The more mainstreamed or therapeutic and educational ‘interventions’ of mindfulness 

meditation are arguably underserving students because they are rather light-touch or minimalist (see 

Gethin, 2013). Drawing on others, Hyland (2016) argues that if mindfulness meditation is defined as 

maintaining present-moment awareness it serves instrumental goals, for example, for enhancing focus 

and for enhancing appreciation of one’s current material conditions.  

Bikkhu Bodhi (2013) explains the original meaning of the word mindfulness as operating ‘in a 

much more dynamic way than the simple non-judgemental observation of experience’ (p. 9), it means 

‘remembrance’ (sati in Pali; smrti in Sanskrit). Others have also echoed Bikkhu Bodhi on this matter 

and its implications for the teachings of mindfulness (see Brazier 2014; see Dreyfus 2013; see 

Peacock 2014). ‘Remembrance’ of the self, what remains timeless after the socially-conditioned self 

is peeled away, unravelled or dissolved. Deepening even further, Bikkhu Bodhi (2013) explains that 

‘lucid awareness’, in all the senses was incorporated later and this reinforced the connection between 

the ‘two primary canonical meanings: as memory and as lucid awareness of present happenings’ (p. 

25). This ‘lucid awareness’ is present when one remembers and is thus able to clearly discern in situ. 

The translation of sati as ‘remembrance’, ‘lucid awareness’ assisting ‘discernment’ in situ is more 



 

 70 

expansive than the more widespread definition and it can refer to the cultivation of awareness that 

facilitates discernment of thoughts, states and ways of being. Placing greater emphasis on personal 

transformation through enhanced self-knowledge, clarity and self-inquiry as well as a re-orientation to 

the world through in-depth awareness as a vehicle for alleviating our own suffering and that of others, 

neither ‘remembrance’ nor ‘lucid awareness’ assisting ‘discernment’ in situ are terms solely about 

mindset but rather on how to live one’s life.  

Practitioners of mindfulness meditation tend to emphasise being non-judgemental but what 

this aspect actually refers to is the process of being kind to oneself, especially if practices prove 

difficult. Kabat-Zinn’s (2017) principle intention was to foster an attitude of compassion towards 

oneself, where a practitioner does not berate themselves for inevitable loss of concentration, mind-

wandering or negative self-talk during or after their practice. It does not mean that evaluation of 

experience will not take place. In fact, ‘discernment’ as a form of judgement or evaluation, built upon 

awareness, lies at the heart of mindfulness practice. Such elevated capacities differentiate formal 

practices and non-formal practices, which will be discussed in depth in section 3.5.2, the former is 

not only more rigorous but contains analytical and evaluative tools for self-inquiry (Goleman 1988), 

currently lacking in most Mindfulness-based Interventions (MBIs).  

Finally, ‘remembrance’ and ‘lucid awareness’ assist ‘discernment’ in situ to ‘gain a deeper 

understanding of the changing nature of one’s bodily and mental states so as to free our mind from the 

habits and tendencies that bind us to suffering’ (Dreyfus, 2013, p. 51). Teasdale and Chaskalson 

(2013) argue that more attention is needed for develop deeper understandings into the nature of the 

mind, suffering and reality. Hyland (2016) adds to the debate on mindfulness in education: ‘this wider 

interpretation of mindfulness practice has important implications for learning’ (p. 103) because there 

would be quite a different understanding and attitude both pedagogue and student bring to the practice. 

 

3.5 Conceptualisations and characteristics of meditation  

The following are two means of conceptualising and characterising meditation in its cultural richness 

and variety. Firstly, there is a distinction to be made between formal and non-formal practices. This is 

not to position non-formal practices as inferior, but rather as lacking in the kinds of systematic, 
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sustained, analytical and critically reflective tools of formal practices. Secondly, in the meetings of all 

traditions, there are eight essential characteristics of meditation that can be drawn upon to further 

understand how to distinguish between meditation as integrative practice of body and mind in the 

world (for radical knowledge-seeking and meaning-making) and meditation as instrumental (to serve 

a finite specific goal).  

 

3.5.1 Formal meditation practices versus non-formal meditation practices  

I now attempt to deepen the conceptualisation of meditative practices as a means of demonstrating 

how varied they are. I also conceptualise so as not to confuse meditative practices with particular 

practices one might especially enjoy that cannot offer the same scope as meditation, such as working 

out or watching a riveting film. Many scholars have distinguished between formal practices and non-

formal practices. Sarath (2006), for example, has argued that it is important to distinguish between 

them because one’s practice deepens with a deliberate attempt to practice meditation formally: 

 
‘If all of life is to be lived as a meditation, then all instances in which meditative experiences can be 

invoked—from the exquisite silence of sitting meditation to the turbulent flow of ice hockey—must be 

embraced as important formats for this experience to be cultivated. However, formal meditation 

practices make unique contributions to this integration of wholeness, and informal practices make 

others. An understanding of the differences between these kinds of practices is essential to reaping their 

benefits.’ (p. 1829).  

 

There is a distinction to be made between formal practices and non-formal practices. Both Barnes 

(2001) and Sarath (2006) state that habitual meditators begin to live out daily life in meditative states 

at unplanned and impromptu times of the day, and these times of day might be the moments in which 

an experienced meditator might practice non-formally. While I agree, labouring the distinction 

between formal and informal is not always necessary, and is particularly unhelpful for those new to 

meditation. For those new to meditation, non-formal practices might well act as an effective induction 

to sensing and presence-centred awareness and becoming part of communities and groups who unite 

in engaging in shared informal practices. Non-formal practices offer greater possibility for 

applications in various contexts and fields, while formal practices, offer greater opportunities for 
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robust pedagogic innovations. Sarath (2006) goes on to highlight four criteria for formal practices—

as opposed to non-formal practices: 

1. The frequency of the practice (preferably daily);   

2. A systematic understanding of the mechanics of the practice (for instance, pitfalls and 

measures for dealing with and understanding them);  

3. The inclusion of philosophical or theoretical models for critical reflection and analytical 

understanding; and  

4. The capacity for the practice to integrate transcendence into one’s life as a whole.  

These criteria separate formal practices and non-formal practices by emphasising that rather than a 

mere set of techniques, meditation (in particular mindfulness) is a way of living (Kornfield, 1993) and 

developing one’s own formal practice is necessary in order to nurture a more mindful way of life 

(Goldstein, 2003). While non-formal practices enable us to flow in meditative absorption by inducing 

transcendental states, they neglect the broader development of heightened awareness and therefore, of 

consciousness. Therefore, because non-formal practices ‘contain no analytical models of 

consciousness or its possible transformations that might shed light on the significance of what is 

experienced, nor systematic procedures for ensuring consistency of experience, nor for dealing with 

obstacles that might arise’ (Sarath, 2006, p. 1829) they are categorised as such. In alignment with this 

view, Chapter Six offers a detailed description of the course at the heart of this study. In this chapter, 

I justify some of the pedagogic decisions made that involve a series of on-going critically reflective 

writing tasks in order to encourage deeper integration of what students may learn from the meditative 

practices. Thus, my course draws upon formal practices for the critical reflection, opportunity for the 

integration and rigorousness they afford students.  

 

3.5.2 Essential characteristics of meditation for education 

Taking these ideas into account and for the purposes of focusing on the educative value of meditation, 

I have devised eight essential characteristics of meditation. Meditation, as a (preferably) daily practice, 

draws upon a diverse range of one or more ancient and/or modern techniques, although among the 

most commonly referenced are concentrative and stillness practices (Shapiro, Brown & Astin, 2011; 
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Lutz et al., 2008). Although one meditative practice varies greatly from another, meditation comprises 

the following eight essential characteristics to be a formal practice. Expanding on Sarath’s (2006) 

invaluable distinction between formal practices and non-formal practices helps both meditators and 

non-meditators develop a richer picture of practices. As I explicate, this expansion also addresses the 

ethical dimension that has caused much concern among commentators in both the academic and non-

academic communities on meditation in society, culture and education.  

If one is familiar with Flow Theory (Csíkszentmihályi, 1990), it might be noticeable that 

some of these characteristics are similar, yet, there is a minor distinction that makes meditative 

experience different from the flow condition. Flow activities can be categorised as non-formal (Sarath, 

2006). However, flow can develop into one’s chosen meditation practice when one discovered that 

they are able to flow in this particular activity. This is because one’s awareness also becomes 

heightened and is thus cultivated in process. This happens when one become both the object and 

subject of their own experience. Furthermore, some activities that might enable one to flow, are not 

fully meditative. While practices that cultivate only samatha are still meditative, the possibility for 

that said practice to cultivate vipassana also needs to exist for the samatha practice to be meditative. 

For example, hunting animals or playing a video game that involves shooting, cultivate samatha but 

can never cultivate vipassana as well, mostly—but certainly not only—owing to the fact that they are 

charged with having specific final results in mind. After having researched meditation extensively 

from the ancient to the modern, if a practice—any practice—contains all of the above eight 

characteristics, it is meditation.  

 

 

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 

6. 

   

      It combines practices that induce presence-centred awareness; 

      It is embodied and experiential; 

      It is active and intentional; 

      It honours time and space; 

      It honours the body; 

      It honours tradition without necessarily being traditional; 
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7. 

8. 

      A meditator intentionally enters meditation with a spirit of inquiry; 

      Critical reflection within and after meditation, manifests as inner/embodied ethics.  

 

Figure 3.5 Eight essential characteristics of meditation 

 

3.5.2.1 Characteristic one—Meditation combines practices that induce presence-centred awareness 

The practices are non-cognitive, and so they are concerned with feeling and sensing what occurs in 

the present moment rather than achieving a particular cognitive aim, such as finding a solution to a 

particular problem (Paramananda, 2012a). There is also no specific end result to be had by the end of 

a meditation sitting, although many might choose to meditate as a means of calming the mind and 

releasing mental tension. The practices are also repetitive, simple and stripped back, and so the 

challenging dimension does not come from the techniques themselves, but in sustaining resolve for 

extended moments during the practice (Kabat-Zinn, 1994; Zajonc, 2008). The practices are also 

usually inward focused, not in doing out there but in being right here. The practices are all capable, 

therefore, of inducing presence-centred awareness.  

 

3.5.2.2 Characteristic two—Meditation is embodied and experiential  

Meditation is practiced through the body (Paramananda, 2012b). Not in theorising about meditation 

but in experiencing meditation. One can practice meditation without any prior knowledge, although, 

some might prefer to investigate theorisations beforehand or perhaps some time after practising in 

order to deepen one’s curiosity. This is perhaps largely down to the personality of the practitioner, and 

I understand this, put simply as a preference that one might have for learning in general, such as the 

learning of a foreign language. One could, for example, throw themselves into situations for authentic 

language practice and learn from experience through trial and error, building confidence and 

sustaining resolve. Then, turn to theorisations later to deepen knowledge through meta-language of 

conceptualisation, or through metaphor and explications of experience. Alternatively, one could begin 

with comprehensive theoretical study of how the language they wish to learn is constructed and how it 
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originates, and then after some time actually begin practising, with perhaps more confidence and 

grounding to attempt rigorous practice. The options for meditation are similar, and different people 

prefer different options. My inclination as a pedagogue and practitioner is to embolden practice above 

all because depth comes from experiencing through the body, without expectation or attempting to 

control the experience. Seeking rationalisations and explanations prior to practice can be a trap of the 

mind, an attempt to control the experience and seek a particular outcome (Adyashanti, 2010). For this 

reason, the course at the heart of this study, which I describe in depth in Chapter Six, is intentionally 

advertised to students as being highly “practical” and the teachings avoid lengthy explanations.  

 

3.5.2.3 Characteristic three—Meditation is active and intentional 

Meditation and other contemplative practices might appear to be passive activities, with core notions 

of ‘non-action’ (wu wei, 无为 in Chinese Mandarin) originating from the Taoist tradition (Mitchell, 

1988) and observation without reaction from the Buddhist tradition of ‘simply watching the emerging 

experiences, registering them, and letting them go’ (Grof & Grof, 2017, p. 39) can easily conjuring an 

image of passivity in its practitioner. Stock still images of meditators sitting silently in nature have 

done little to help its general image in this regard, despite these images inevitably capturing the 

stillness of some meditative practices. To meditate formally, at least at the beginning, requires 

intention. No less because the mind never stops, only quietens down and becomes more equanimous 

with habitual practice. Although after some time of habitual practice one might prefer to meditate than 

not because of perhaps a general improvement in positive affect, it is always a lot easier to not 

practice than to practice. The mind resists throughout the entire process because of its fear of loss of 

the practitioners’ identification with it as the practitioner consciously begins to engage in sensing 

rather than thinking for extended periods of time in the day. I have already discussed what is now 

known about the human mind from an evolutionary perspective, and how changing the habit patterns 

of the mind, while possible, is very difficult because it goes against the actual nature of the human 

mind. Some part of an individual must have the intention to actively practice—“a desire to inquire”—

despite the mind’s resistance and desperation to hold onto you.  
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3.5.2.4 Characteristic four—Meditation honours time and space  

When time and space is set aside for meditation, one must make it count because a meditative practice 

is much more about attitude than technique (Nelson, 2006). I welcome with open arms modernisation, 

secularisation, and other contemporary turns for meditation as productive and expected in the attempt 

to broaden meditation’s scope and contexts in contemporary society. I reject, however, the use of 

meditation for overtly political purposes and the use of meditation as a time-saving, productivity 

mechanism for corporate success. I reject this just as I reject the instrumentalist neo-liberal trajectory 

for higher education. This then becomes an outward process focused on exteriority for knowledge 

rather than an inward process centred on interiority for knowledge. It becomes a distortion of 

meditation and other contemplative practices. I return to discuss this highly-predictable-of-the-

untrained-mind predicament in more detail in Chapter Four when I consider meditation in and as 

education. The practice cannot be hurried as a thing one “does” in the day or side-lined as a daily 

activity inferior to other activities that yield more immediate or tangible results. Although meditation 

can be used as an instrument, the practice it is not instrumental.  

 

3.5.2.5 Characteristic five—Meditation honours the body  

I have already laboured this notion in Chapter One and Chapter Two, meditation and other 

contemplative practices privilege sensing over thinking. It does not mean that thinking is considered 

to have an inferior status overall, rather not always the most valuable, insightful and truthful. Thinking 

exists within sensing and is fundamental later in order to for us to make sense of our experience, just 

as theoretical and philosophical frameworks are. It is about returning to the body for integrating 

oneself more fully (for feeling at home, whole and at peace) and also for accessing newfound 

knowledge (for flourishing). I expand upon the role of the body in learning and knowing in section 

4.3 of Chapter Four when I position the cultivation of particular qualities for integral development 

through sensing, learning and knowing.  

 

3.5.2.6 Characteristic six—Meditation honours tradition without necessarily being traditional  



 

 77 

Meditation and other contemplative practices are ‘abound in societies around the world and 

throughout history, and they are an important part of the very fabric from which people build 

meaningful lives’ (Roth, 2006, p. 1787). Formal practices originate from rich traditions, yet, they 

need not be religious, purist or traditional for the meditator. One can take either a non-secular or 

secular approach towards meditation. For a non-secular practitioner, meditation is practiced as a 

religious or spiritual pathway to God, a higher existence or the pursuit of a meaningful life. Those 

practitioners honour tradition in their practice and oftentimes also sustain them through their attitudes 

towards the traditional. For a secular practitioner, meditation is practised as a philosophical or 

therapeutic experience. As a philosophical experience, meditation is practised as a living practice 

emerging from within the body, that for which philosophy had been intended but has lost (Ergas, 

2012). As a therapeutic experience, meditation is practised as self-help or for the purposes of healing 

trauma. The non-secular and secular do overlap, and I myself find I am not entirely clear where I 

stand: I respect these traditions and those who hold them dear, but I have only ever and possibly 

would only ever teach for secular contexts because the non-secular must remain personal for the 

teachings not to evolve into dogmatic assumptions that ultimately inhibit the spirit of meditative 

inquiry.  

Where I part ways with some of the MBIs that have emerged in various secular contexts in 

recent years is on this very point. These secular attempts of intervention do not always sufficiently 

honour tradition. For example, in describing the framework for understanding different forms of 

meditation, Lutz et al. (2008), Davidson and Kaszniak (2015) and other researchers refer to the 

cultivation of samatha and vipassana of meditation as ‘focused-attention’ and ‘open monitoring’ 

respectively, without attribution to the origins of the terms when bracketing original terms would 

suffice. Perhaps this is a tendency and even inevitability of much of popular or mainstream culture 

today. It will suffice for teachers on some training programmes to know the mindfulness programme 

and its practical framework. Although the emphasis of such programmes may mention the origins of 

mindfulness, it generally lacks the depth of its traditions and the richness of its associated derivations 

(by either oversight or deliberate lack of acknowledgement). This can in turn produce a static form of 

inquiry: one that simply passes on techniques. Purser and Loy (2013), Purser (2014) and Hyland 
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(2016, 2017) have argued for a development beyond minimalist and instrumentalist versions of 

mindfulness training is essential if emotional and ethical development is to be maintained and 

consolidated from such training programmes. Komjathy (2018) too argues for an approach that 

includes critical inquiry of variety of sources and traditions so as to counter spiritual colonialism.  

Although I am encouraged by the dissemination of meditation to the mainstream in recent 

years, I find the reductionism—and the commodification—conservative and at times quite 

objectionable because it is subservient to neoliberalism. Interconnectedness—in one form or 

another—is acknowledged by all meditation and other contemplative practices as a core principle of 

nature. For traditions to go unacknowledged, unnoticed or to be deemed irrelevant or primitive, 

ignores this core principle and also provides rigid techniques (and misappropriations) deprived of 

historical and classical educational contexts. How is it possible to not acknowledge, attribute and 

show gratitude for where meaningful things in one’s life come from? That is, if a pedagogue extracts 

only the technique(s) deprived of respect for and at least some understanding historical and classical 

educational contexts to teach, they are unable to envision and therefore teach adaptations, re-

contextualisations and modernisations of neither the philosophy nor the practice.  

 
3.5.2.7 Characteristic seven—A meditator intentionally enters meditation with a spirit of inquiry 

Entering meditation with a spirit of inquiry is to intentionally enter with an openness—even mildly 

childlike and curious—without the expectation of a particular outcome by the end of the meditation 

sitting (Paramananda, 2012a). The meditative practice can be as varied as the experience on any 

particular day, but the training of mind is in the observation without attempts to control or alter 

experiences as they ebb and flow, rise and fall. Much like Flow Theory (Csíkszentmihályi, 1990), 

some of these are practices that we might particularly enjoy. Perhaps one might have been meditating 

in these practices already without having realised it. This could be glaring at an incredible sunset or 

creating art for no reason at all. Flow practices offer promise for human flourishing and enhancing 

individual wellbeing because of the peace and happiness they can generate in individuals during and 

after flow activities.  
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I do not suggest that one should experiment with meditative practices in order to feel 

happiness and other enhanced emotional states alone for this is a finite and shallow aim—the chasing 

of positive side-effects than actual awakening (Adyashanti, 2010). Yet, there is still a high probability 

that one feels greater happiness, calm and peacefulness, better able to enjoy daily life largely as a 

consequence of a reduction in negative states such as stress and anxiety and reconnecting with oneself. 

Nonetheless, entering with a spirit of inquiry is to welcome happiness and sadness, and everything 

and anything in-between as it is to begin from a position of openness, non-expectation and trust in the 

process itself. The insight(s), knowledge(s) and thought(s) that emerge from within the practice are 

unpredictable, and if they are, the practice is serving as an instrument for pleasure and craving (rāga 

in Sanskrit; lobha in Pali), which are fleeting and so bring about restlessness (and ultimately suffering 

because of attachment. In turn, this results in that which leads to another predicament: the mind will 

not be being trained to learn to let you be rather than do, it will continue to pursue fleeting pleasures 

and cravings and one then has learnt little from the practice.  

 

3.5.2.8 Characteristic eight—Critical reflection within and after meditation, manifests as 

inner/embodied ethics. 

Virtue, ethics and morality are often terms associated with philosophical, religious and spiritual 

traditions. Many scholars have raised concerned of the absence of morality in higher education 

pedagogy and curriculum (Palmer, 1997, 2014; Lewis, 2006; Zajonc, 2008; Zajonc & Palmer, 2010; 

Ergas, 2013b) and some have posited that reclaiming an ethics of “self” as pedagogues may address 

this (Ergas, 2017). Some have argued more generally on the need for a secular ethics in higher 

education through embodied practices (see Ozawa-de Silva, 2014), while others have raised the issue 

with dilution of modern mindfulness-based practices as lacking in the social-ecological 

transformational dimension of the original teachings (see Park, 2015; see Walsh, 2017).  

Overall, it is evident that a meditation practice lacking in foundational ethics (sīla in Pali; śīla 

in Sanskrit, often translated as either ‘ethics’ or ‘morality’) can lead to the misappropriation of 

meditation as a justifiable tool for oppression, abuse or political power, acting as “a wolf in sheep’s 

clothing” of sorts. In Meditation as Contemplative Inquiry: When Knowing Becomes Love, Zajonc 
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(2008) discusses the issues present in the absence of śīla in a meditation practice, where meditation’s 

attentional training dimension has been exploited within military organisations, sporting teams and 

business management for its usefulness of performance enhancement. Hyland (2016) also draws our 

attention to the oxymoronic nature in which some mindfulness-based programmes are divorced 

entirely from their ethical foundations: as fitness programmes established for the US military and as 

business training to ‘boost productivity, increase profits and encourage consumer materialism’ (2016, 

p. 107).  

While I agree that ultimately the teaching of meditation cannot be divorced from ethics, as is 

the case with the eight limbs of classical yoga seen in Table 3.5 for example, also discussed in 

Chapter Four, a more straightforward means for which śīla is present throughout a living practice 

has been proposed by Harris (2010) and others (see Blackmore, 2011; see Dennett, 2003). That is, that 

the question of ethics or morality can be solved just as scientific problems are solved: through 

observation and clarity of thoughts, rationality and common-sense reasoning. Harris (2014) in 

particular, has argued for spiritual practices without religion in viewing spirituality as simply an 

investigation of consciousness.  

It stands to reason then that through practising meditation with a spirit of inquiry that requires 

openness rather than control for a particular desired outcome. One of the greatest strengths of 

meditation and other contemplative practices is that their techniques are of self-transformation. And 

self-transformation is the conduit through which the cultivation of ethics naturally occurs. An 

equanimous mind—with the exception of desiring on-going inquiry into the unknown—desires 

nothing in particular, as a result cannot extort, exploit, oppress or manipulate. An equanimous mind, 

or ‘a mind at home with itself’ (Katie, 2017, 2018) cannot therefore be unethical, immoral or lacking 

in virtue, and so through meditative practices, the equanimous mind manifests in daily life as an 

inner/embodied ethics if meditation is taught as it is in its original teachings. Emphasising this balance 

as part of critically reflective practices post-meditation is one means of facilitating students’ self-

awareness of the ethical dimension of their meditation practice.  

Although there is no consensus as to how one arrives at inner/embodied ethics through 

meditation and other contemplative practices—there is reason to scrutinise equanimity of mind as the 
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way towards to inner/embodied ethics as it implied as overly simplistic and even deterministic view 

of the human mind and human nature. For example, this view of inner/embodied ethics as emerging 

from rationality and equanimity of mind can be seen as passive, that individuals cannot be directors of 

their own decisions. Although in alignment with evolutionary biology, it does not explain the 

simultaneous acknowledgement that meditation is transformative in many ways. Indeed, the precise 

reason Harris (2010, 2014), Blackmore (2011) and others with similar views, meditate. 

With some similarity to Foucault’s ‘technologies of the self’ (see Hattam & Baker, 2016), 

inner/embodied ethics is a set of ethical principles that are carried from within as opposed to an ethics 

that is imposed from the outside as a form of control from a set of principles, guidelines or 

dogmatisms. Inner/embodied ethics has been referred to as an enhanced capacity for ‘moral maturity’ 

(see Walsh & Shapiro, 2006, p. 237) cultivated through meditation. It is not passive. It is the constant 

engagement with critical reflection during and after the meditation practice to cultivate the “right” 

attitude rather than to refine a set of analytic techniques. One example provided by Doty (2016) in 

Into the Magic Shop offers insight on personal practice as attitude as opposed to mere technique. For 

example, one can practice the technique of vipassana and even arrive a certain level of mastery and 

equanimity of mind with this technique. Deprived of a particular attitude, that naturally embeds an 

inner/embodied ethics of human qualities for empathy, self-understanding, compassion and so on, 

technique serves instrumental aims and as such one can easily practice without foundational ethics. 

The argument here is that this deprivation of the “right” attitude cultivated through continued critical 

reflection, that is, an interest in moving towards a non-dual view of the world and others for 

connection and ultimately social transformation, would imply a lack of inner/embodied ethics.  

 

3.6 Mapping meditative practices  

This section offers a map of meditative practices, partially as summary of this chapter, partially as 

synthesis and partially as theory building. The ‘tree of meditative practices’ in Figure 3.6 has been 

devised to demonstrate diversity, choice and form of meditative practices. I have taken my inspiration 

from the ‘Tree of Contemplative Practices’ from the Association of Contemplative Mind in Higher 

Education (ACMHE; see Appendix 1) for Figure 3.6. In a similar vein, I must emphasise that this 
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conceptualisation is by no means exhaustive nor is it the only way one can conceptualise the vastness 

of meditative practices (Barbezat & Pingree, 2012).  

 

3.6.1 Tree of meditative practices—Demonstrating diversity, choice and form               

The eight essential characteristics of meditative practices as described above in section 3.5, comprise 

one or more of the meditative practices detailed in this tree. The ‘tree of meditative practices’ below 

in Figure 3.6 is intended to somehow group the meditative practices according to various options 

available to meditators. Within each of these most common meditative practices grouped and listed, 

there are countless techniques from a broad range of philosophical, religious and spiritual traditions. It 

can be noted that I have intended to expand upon general understandings of meditative practices. The 

forms of meditative practice are expressive, concentrative, generative, stillness, movement and 

service-oriented. There are, additionally, other forms and means of categorising these practices.  

Concentrative practices (for example, samatha, or the sixth limb of raja yoga, dharana) 

sharpen the mind to be able to observe intently the nature of reality.  
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This is often referred to as ‘attentional training’ (Goleman, 1988; Shapiro, Brown & Astin, 

2011) or ‘focused-attention’ (Lutz et al., 2008; Davidson & Kaszniak, 2015). A range of 

concentrative meditation techniques being of particular interest to pedagogues and researchers for 

their link to enhancing meta-cognitive abilities. Stillness practices (for example, the seventh limb of 

raja yoga, dhyana, or simply as the practice dhyana yoga or jnana yoga) or ‘open-monitoring’ (Lutz 

et al., 2008; Davidson & Kaszniak, 2015) finetune our awareness of the nature of reality. While 

movement practices (for example, hatha yoga), by contrast, enable the sensing the nature of reality 

through form, shape and flowing sequences in the body, some have called this bodyfulness (Caldwell, 

2014). Generative practices (for example, sahaja yoga or bhakti yoga, or various mettā or maitrī 

practices) provide opportunities for transforming particular mental and emotional states generated by 

the mind, usually from negative/positive to neutral or negative to neutral/positive, in order to develop 

in the practitioner a panoramic vision of oneself, of others and of the world in relation to them. The 

mind is less resistant to releasing the body in the midst of expressive practices (for example, naad 

yoga)—as opposed to in the midst of stillness practices for example—because of the sense of freedom, 

authenticity and flow our preferred expressive practices carry with them. Flow activities are 

particularly relevant here, as well as dispositional mindfulness. That is, with sustained practice, one 

brings mindfulness to what were perhaps seemingly ordinary or habitual daily tasks, practices, rituals 

and activities. Finally, service-oriented practices (for example, karma yoga) provide fertile grounds 

for intentional living and integration of experiences through care, compassion, community and service, 

to better comprehend the nature of reality as inextricably interconnected.  

I deliberately separate service-oriented forms of meditative practice from the other five forms. 

The reason for this is that they require considerable groundwork in expressive, generative, stillness or 

movement and in particular concentrative practices, in order to be practiced with ethics, compassion 

and emotional balance. Indeed, in Chapter Four, I discuss my concerns with regards to service-

learning initiatives that promote student activism and critical pedagogic approaches in higher 

education. I have emphasised the quality of the mind—samatha and/or vipassana—in each of the six 

forms of meditative practice. As can be noted, service-oriented practices do not cultivate samatha and 

thus, they are dependent on other practices. Service-oriented practices, in order to be ethical, balanced 
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and peaceful, require commitment in other self-reflexive and contemplative practices (hooks, 2003; 

Barbezat & Bush, 2014; Berila, 2014, 2016). As standalone practices, they are ways of acting and 

doing in the world, vita activa, not ways of as well being in the world, vita contemplativa. 

Zajonc (2008) discusses the original bifurcation between what was recognised as two 

orientations of life in the medieval European worldview: the vita activa and the vita contemplativa. 

Vita activa—the active life, a way of acting and doing in the world, the lay person’s life—and vita 

contemplativa—the contemplative life, a way being in the world, the monk’s life—one no longer 

needs to choose between the two. As Zajonc (2008) and others have asserted, in contemporary society 

one inevitably passes through the world of action, retreating to monastic communities is no longer 

necessitated and so ‘a form of practice is required that reflects the changed times in which we live, 

and the particular form of consciousness we carry’ (Zajonc, 2008, p. 15). A service-oriented practice 

that fuses contemplation and action is an appropriate and responsive form of living practice.   

 Additionally, these practices can be either formal or non-formal, although some are only 

possible to practice formally, such as self-inquiry given that it is more naturally dependent on 

philosophical or theoretical models for critical reflection and analytical understanding. If these 

meditative practices are practiced formally, they would be practiced according to the four criteria that 

Sarath (2006) outlines (refer back to section 3.4 for these criteria). Finally, there are a number of 

practices that can be categorised in more than one group. For example, the repetition of a mantra is 

concentrative in essence in its capacity to hone in the mind on deep concentration of the object of 

focus during the practice.  

 But mantra repetition can also be generative of a particular feeling, attitude and/or a sense of 

unity because of the vibrational sound if spoken out loud and/or in a group or because of the actual 

meaning of the mantra itself. The mantra may also be expressive in its use of individual voice and 

sound. The mantra may also be expressive in its use individual voice and sound. Another example is 

trāṭaka (meaning ‘to gaze’ in Sanskrit), a kundalini meditative practice that involves fixing one’s gaze 

on the flame of a candle. It can be seen as both concentrative and stillness as well as potentially 

generative. In these cases, I have organised them into the primary or dominant group, and so again, 

this tree and its six main branches is by no means the only way that meditative practices can be 
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conceptualized. The course at the heart of this study adopts two practices: mindfulness of breathing 

and self-inquiry. These are discussed at length in Chapter Six. As I teach it, mindfulness of breathing 

acts mostly as a preparatory concentrative practice (samatha into vipassana) and self-inquiry acts as 

both a generative practice (brahmavihara) and stillness practice (vipassana into anatta).  

 

3.7 Meditation—A summary of the research to date  

In order to provide an overview of the various types of studies, fields and contexts, not to mention 

findings that studies centred on meditation have provided us with, I have summarised the most 

notable key findings from scientific studies in Table 3.7. Since there have been thousands of studies 

to date across an enormous range of contexts, fields and foci, this summary is not exhaustive. It 

outlines the most cited that have yielded findings that have been replicated in mostly large-scale 

studies. The most notable studies listed in Table 3.7 are mostly based on studies that have been 

included in systematic reviews and meta-analyses (see Fjorback et al., 2011; Goyal et al., 2014; 2015; 

see Sedlmeijer et al, 2012). One important point to note is that a number of meditative practices such 

as kundalini yoga, bhakti yoga and sahaja yoga (see Hendriks, 2018) have failed to make it into 

systematic reviews and meta-analyses, which can support my previous argument on the limited 

appreciation in the scientific community for range of meditative practices available to us all. The 

summary of the studies in the chapter that follows differs in that it focuses on the three groups of 

effects, largely from reviewing evidence-based literature in the field of psychology, rather than 

according to the fields of study. 

 

3.7.1 Reviewing the mechanistic research findings  

It should be noted that the majority of studies listed in Table 3.7 provide mechanistic explanations of 

what happens to/in the mind and body during or after meditation. It should also be noted that a 

thorough synthesis of these types of scientific studies can be found in Murphy, Donovan and Taylor 

(1997) and the recent palatable read Altered Traits: Science Reveals how Meditation Changes your 

Mind, Brain, and Body (Goleman & Davidson, 2017). While I am critical of mechanistic explanations 

of meditation for their reductionism (and even the missing of the point of meditation), I also 
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appreciate them. Firstly, they provide empirical scientific evidence. Some need to be convinced in 

such a way to legitimise this type of humanistic research interest. The type of research listed above 

paves the way for researchers to build upon knowledge by taking an alternative approach to studies 

into or on meditation. For example, investigating applications of meditation in various work-place 

contexts or in my case, in higher education.  
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Davidson, Goleman & Schwartz (1976) 

Davidson & Goleman (1977) 

Cahn & Polich (2006) 

Brefczynski-Lewis et al. (2007) 

Lutz et al. (2008) 

Managing ADHD; Zylowska et al. (2007) 

Augmenting neuroplasticity; 
Davidson & Lutz (2008) 

Dahl, Lutz, & Davidson (2015) 

Improving sleep quality; Dentico et al. (2016) 

Improving decision-making capacities. 
Kirk, Downar & Read Montague (2011) 
Hafenbrack, Kinias & Barsade (2013) 

 

 

Table 3.7 Summary of the research into meditation across various fields and contexts 

 

Secondly, the findings of third-person investigations can support subjectivist, interpretivist 

and phenomenological epistemologies by, for example, complementing first-person investigations 
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with alternative but corresponding explanations of experiences. Investigating meditation in as many 

different ways as possible, although at risk of inappropriate and potentially dangerous reductionism, 

can provide different ways of relating for different types of people. I still maintain, however, that 

first-person investigations and thus experiences of meditators that involve making-sense of the 

experiences provide the greatest scope for integration of what individuals can learn and know from 

the practice of meditation. From first-person direct experience, ‘it must be lived for it to real’ 

(Adyashanti, 2010, p. 13). I return to this idea in Chapter Four when I connect meditation and 

embodiment to lasting deep learning and knowing.  

Overall, the applications and investigative measures used by those studies cited in Table 3.7 

have been very different from the classical roles of meditation as a spiritual practice (Walsh & 

Shapiro, 2006). In sum, the research findings indicate two major points. The first, scientific studies 

into meditation and its potential is of great interest to researchers for a wide-range of investigative 

aims.  The second, there are a number of areas in which the integration of meditation into one’s daily 

life might positively impact upon individual’s mental health and psychological wellbeing, both 

generally for improving overall life quality and functioning, and specifically, for reducing or treating 

a particular issue. There is far less research in the field of psychiatry because the practice of 

meditation is also known to disturb individuals whose ego has loose psychological boundaries or 

insufficient strength (see Wilber, 1993) and those who have both undiagnosed or diagnosed with 

psychiatric disorders (see Ellis, 2008).  

Caution is also highlighted when practices focus too intensely on the unconscious, are too 

deep and too prolonged (Burack, 2014), because such intensity also has the capacity to resurface 

deeply buried trauma (Farias & Wikholm, 2015). However, there are some promising findings in 

treating depression, post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and supporting abuse victims, rehabilitating 

war veterans (see Seppälä et al., 2014) treating substance abuse disorders (see Zgierska et al., 2009, 

for a meta-analysis study) well as criminal rehabilitation and substance abuse recovery (see Hawkins, 

2008, for a meta-analysis study) that point to meditation contributing to processes of recovery and 

healing.  
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3.7.2 Applications of meditation extended to workplace contexts  

Further to the scientific studies listed in Table 3.7, the practice of meditation—or rather research 

studies on the practice of meditation—have been extended further into modern secular contexts. With 

especially promising results, research examining the effects of the MBSR training programmes and 

adaptations of it has also demonstrated positive effects on interpersonal relationships (see Carson, 

Carson, & Baucom, 2004). Given the importance of a sense of closeness and belonging for 

psychological well-being (see Baumeister & Leary, 1995; see Ryan & Deci, 2000) as well as the 

relevance of positive interpersonal behaviour for healthy learning climates (see Goleman, 2006), 

research examining the effects of meditation on such positive interpersonal functioning is still nascent 

but note-worthy. Interpersonal relationship quality and functioning has been extended to workplace 

contexts, and MBSR training programmes and adaptations of effective measure from an interpersonal, 

behavioural and performance perspective (see Dane, 2011, as an example of a performance-oriented 

research aim). Studies that are workplace-based tend to have one of two particular central aims. The 

first is in assessing whether meditation impacts on decision-making and problem-solving skills of 

employees and colleagues (see Pykett et al., 2016, for an example of a study examining the link 

between mindfulness and behavioural change in the workplace). The second is in assessing whether 

meditation impacts on staff wellbeing, for reducing common occupational stresses in the daily 

working lives of those in vocational professions, such as nurses and teachers (see Poulin et al., 2008 

as an example of two MBI studies. Also see Lomas et al. (2018) for a systematic review of 

mindfulness meditation applications in the workplace for staff wellbeing.  

Finally, some of the findings of these studies, particularly in the field of psychology, have 

been replicated within the context and field of higher education. The research studies outlined in the 

following chapter echo a number of these same findings in later studies that apply the same areas of 

investigation, such as ‘improving attention’ and ‘enhancing ability to process information’, to higher 

education contexts with student-participants. The most common results in studies on meditation 

include overall reduction in stress and anxiety in meditators, or an increased sense of calmness, while 

the most promising results include the broad range of capacities for enhanced intrapersonal and 

interpersonal functioning and quality, in particular heightened empathic tendencies, increased self-
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compassion, and the balancing of and self-regulation of emotions. All of which are dealt with in depth 

in the following chapter.  

 

3.7.3 Moving forward with research into meditation in real-world educational contexts  

To date, the research into meditation from psychological, physiological and neurological perspectives 

has offered modern societies many things. It has provided, foremost, scientific evidence. This 

evidence in turn has paved the way for many other advances in modern societies relating to, but not 

exclusive to: 

• understanding human flourishing (see www.centerhealthyminds.org as an example);   

• understanding cognition and cognitive disorders (see Lutz et al., 2008; see Zylowska et al.; 

2007);  

• understanding positive, neutral and negative emotional dispositions and states (see Nielsen & 

Kazniak, 2006; see Lutz et al., 2008; see Desbordes et al., 2012);  

• treating and complementing medical interventions for some diseases and illnesses, such as 

coronary heart disease (see Davidson et al., 2003; see Lutz et al., 2009; see Levin et al., 2017);  

• integrating evidence-based practices into a range of secular contexts where they offer promise 

for rehabilitation, such as for war veterans and criminals (see Seppälä et al., 2014; see Farias 

& Wikholm, 2015).  

Furthermore, recent research into meditation, namely mindfulness meditation, has been extended to 

workplace contexts not only for investigating its effects on the psychological wellbeing of employees, 

but also investigating its effects on interpersonal relationship functioning and quality. The former 

investigations, I later argue are honourable but limited (and sometimes have misappropriated aims). 

The latter investigations, I later argue, are the beginnings of a move towards individual integral being 

and integration of being. 

The range of contexts for research into meditation is increasing with areas of focus ranging 

from understanding the link between cognitive performance, psychological wellbeing and 

interpersonal relationship functioning and quality. While it is invaluable to be made aware of the 
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potential effects of meditation from psychological, physiological and neurological perspectives, as 

well as extend its applications to a range of real-world contexts, from an educational perspective an 

emphasis on effects is not necessarily the best approach to take since education is a process rather 

than a result (Ergas, 2016). A treatment of education as a mere result is to downplay its unwavering 

significance philosophically, socially and culturally across time. I expand upon the research on the 

integration of meditation in higher education and argue that a study that services the richness of 

education as process rather than result is needed throughout Chapter Four.  

 

3.8 Chapter summary  

In this chapter, the first section has offered a brief history of the research into various forms of 

meditation, prominent since the 1970s until present day, which are broadened in the following chapter, 

when I go into depth about the integration of meditation into the specific field of higher education. 

The second section provided a complete picture of how one can comprehend, define and 

conceptualise meditation, its’ qualities of mind, diverse forms, areas of overlap, traditions, processes, 

and characteristics. I outlined the modern contexts that meditation been adopted within and adapted in 

some of the most notable studies that have aroused continual scientific inquiry. At the same time, I 

also attempted to summarise the most substantial findings to date, largely on the effects of meditation 

from a neurological, physiological and psychological perspective, in order to demonstrate how 

meditation has been researched since its revival and renewal from the 1970s onwards.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

 

Meditation: In the University and in 

Higher Education 

 
‘Meditation cannot really be taught, as it is essentially a way of being with ourselves and our experience which 

reveals what is both universal and unique in us.’ 

Paramananda (2012a, p. 2) 

 

‘Without a doubt, this kind of novel pedagogy is not for everyone.’ 

Roth (2006, p. 1802)  

 

 ‘What one wants, ideally, is not an increased academic interest in meditation—we already have that in 

specialist circles—but the reestablishment of a tradition in which […] meditative practices and other intellectual 

activities are mutually supportive: a situation in which the person who meditates is not stepping out of the 

mainstream of his or her society, but is engaging in something normal and unremarkable.’ 

Stock (2006, p. 1762) 
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4.1 Methodology for reviewing the specific literature on meditation in higher education  

In the same vein as the previous chapter but this time probing more deeply and linearly, this chapter is 

a specific literature review that attempts to hone in on the terms meditation, higher education and 

university appearing together in the existing academic literature. Variations of an umbrella terms of 

meditation were also used, including meditative practices and contemplative practices as well as the 

related terms critical reflection, (self-)reflexive practices, embodied learning and experiential 

learning. These related terms were included to broaden the search to areas that I perhaps might 

otherwise have failed to investigate fully, but that are pertinent to higher education pedagogy and 

curriculum literature as well as in alignment with ‘contemplative education’ (Bush, 2006). Unlike the 

previous chapter, this review of the literature does not progress chronologically. Instead it follows a 

general to specific pattern. It begins with an exploration of the broader picture of meditation in the 

university and in higher education and homes in on this picture to what I am most interested in as a 

pedagogue—the integral development of students.  

I began by exploring all literature—mostly in the field of higher education—and the aims, 

functions, purposes and findings of the integration of meditation and other contemplative practices in 

the context. This exploration continued until I arrived at “integral development”, where I home in on 

the aims, functions, purposes and findings of the integration of meditation and other contemplative 

practices in higher education, specifically higher education (pedagogy and curriculum) rather than 

within the university as the context or institution. This review of the literature comes to an end when I 

begin to build a case for my study as an exploration for fleshing out, broadening and deepening 

previous work on integral development of university students, for developing an understanding of the 

complex meditative experiences of university students. Finally, for high-impact practices for 

supporting the integration of meditation in higher education pedagogy and curriculum.  

 

4.2 Meditation in the education context and field 

By now meditation has long been accepted as a practice potentially beneficial to one’s health and 

wellbeing. Examined in the previous chapter, to date there have literally been thousands of research 

studies conducted that examine the effects of various forms of meditation on health and wellbeing, the 
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overwhelming majority on mindfulness meditation, with an exponential rise since the earliest research 

in the 1980s until present day. Journal articles on mindfulness meditation have risen from single 

figures in the 1980s to over 400 per year since 2011 (Kabat-Zinn, 2017). The number of journal 

articles specifically about mindfulness meditation and education show a similar—but overall 

smaller—rise with 150 journal articles per year by 2016 (Ergas, 2018a). Progressively, this has given 

rise to supporting facilities, departments and services within workplace organisations and other 

institutions worldwide, such as counselling and wellbeing services that offer complementary 

specialised support to individuals and groups.  

Upon deeper investigation, however, these research studies provide us with both conclusive 

and inconclusive results on the effects that meditation has on individuals as “whole people”. Some 

research studies make remarkably bold and ambitious claims (see Haegelin et al., 1999, on the 1993 

Washington D. C. experiment; see Park, 2000, for its critique of it as ‘voodoo science’); some propose 

more critical approaches for radical social change (see hooks, 1999, as an example); some explore 

measures in adaptivity for different age groups and demographics (see Kaszniak, 2011, for a review 

of studies with caregivers of dementia patients; see Burke, 2010, for a review of studies with children 

and adolescents) and some propose exciting avenues of further exploration into the still unknown (see 

Lin, Oxford & Culham, 2016, for the development of a spiritual research paradigm). Beyond the 

neurological, physiological and psychological effects that meditation can have on an individual’s 

mental health and psychological wellbeing (see Deckro et al., 2002, for an evaluation of a mind/body 

intervention to reduce stress in unviersity students as an interesting example), more recently 

meditation and other contemplative practices are terms that have entered the academic discourse in 

the interdisciplinary branch of the social sciences—the field of education. There have been a number 

of studies on the integration of mindfulness-based meditation training in primary and secondary 

education (see Kuyken et al., 2013; see Schoeberlein & Sheth, 2009, as examples) and fewer—but on 

the rise—in higher education. These studies tend to be broader and incorporate a wider range of 

meditation and other contemplative practices.  

This interest among pedagogues to integrate meditation and other contemplative practices 

within the curriculum of a broad range of courses and academic programmes in higher education 
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contexts continues steadily (Bush, 2006, 2011). This is all, of course, for the potential benefits that 

these practices have on university students. This interest points to the desire to enrich, enhance, 

transform and/or advance education in its current state and form. Since higher education is an 

interdisciplinary research field, rather than simply a discipline (Tight, 2016), there is broad scope for 

researching novel integrative pedagogic approaches that incorporate meditation and other 

contemplative practices. It is qualitative research on body-oriented integral development in higher 

education specifically that I am most interested in. This interest stems from somewhere, but I am not 

quite sure where. It might be because I reject instrumentalist approaches to education and in human 

life and that I view individuals as whole, complex and by no means as “blank slates”. It might also be 

because my chosen profession is dependent on social interactions and flourishes when these social 

interactions are authentic and truthful. It becomes hard then, as a pedagogue, not to see students as 

whole people and hard then to not see the purpose of education as to prepare students to feel 

integrated: with themselves, others and the world in relation to them.  

Examples of the integration meditation and other contemplative practices into higher 

education pedagogy and curriculum date back more than thirty years. From this ‘contemplative turn’ 

(Eppert, 2013) and this ‘quiet revolution’ (Zajonc, 2013, p. 1) in higher education, or the larger 

movement of ‘contemplative education’ (Bush, 2011), the committed scholarly Association for 

Contemplative Mind in Higher Education (ACMHE) has emerged, as well as the peer-reviewed 

journals The Arrow (see www.arrow-journal.org) and the Journal of Contemplative Inquiry (JOCI, 

see www.contemplativemind.org) and a number of academic books that include: The Power of 

Mindful Learning (Langer, 1997), Radical Presence: Teaching as Contemplative Practice (O’Reilly, 

1998), Sentipensante (Thinking/Sensing) Pedagogy: Educating for Wholeness, Social Justice and 

Liberation (Rendon, 2009), Contemplative Practices in Higher Education: Tools for Transforming 

Teaching and Learning (Barbezat & Bush, 2014), Integrating Mindfulness into Anti-oppression 

Pedagogy: Social Justice in Higher Education (Berila, 2016), and most recently Teaching with 

Tenderness: Toward an Embodied Practice (Thompson, 2017). Of further interest is research 

examining the effects that meditating teachers perceived in their personal and professional lives. This 

is another holistic approach to learning can be successfully introduced in traditional higher education 
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contexts for enhancing both pedagogue and student wellbeing a through a symbiotic relationship (see 

Miller & Nozawa, 2002).  

There is also a growing body of literature that discusses the integration of a spiritual 

dimension into higher education pedagogy and curriculum (Palmer, 1998; hooks, 2003; Tisdell, 2003, 

2006; Denton & Ashton, 2004; Astin, 2004), in which meditation and other contemplative practices 

tend to feature, as well as growing emphasis on ‘integral education’ (see Murray, 2006, 2009) in all 

domains of learning as an approach that is not simply a new set of beliefs about pedagogy. It also 

indicates new ways of being in the classroom and meaning-making of the educational process. Such 

works are mostly aimed at supporting critical and contemplative pedagogues in finding their agency 

within the complex structures of the corporate university to align their pedagogic values with their 

real-world practice, for change of a personal and social kind. This educational research is arguably 

shaping the future of higher education, and also arguably, directing it homeward bound to its very 

grassroots.  

A habitual meditator may easily see the connection between meditation and education; most 

of the studies conducted in the field of education to date have been by those who are both pedagogues 

and habitual meditators. Some can be described as critical pedagogues, taking a social justice 

approach to the integration of meditation as a practice for agency and social change (see Berila, 2014, 

2016; Bettez, 2011; see Helmer, 2014; see hooks, 2003; see Rendon, 2009; see Tisdell, 2003, 2006; 

see Thompson, 2017; see Wray & Batada, 2017). Others can be described as contemplative 

pedagogues, taking a philosophical approach to the integration of meditation as a foundational and 

essential practice for learning: for knowing, non-knowing and unknowing (see Barbezat & Bush, 

2014; see Ergas, 2010, 2012, 2017; see Langer, 1997; see O’Reilly, 1998; see Gunnlaugson et al., 

2014; see Grace & Simmer-Brown, 2011; see Zajonc, 2006, 2008; 2013).  

The longer I teach in higher education the less I understand the objectivist model of higher 

education pedagogy and curriculum under which we pedagogues are all inevitably constrained. I do 

not speak of social injustices—although they certainly present themselves too—I speak merely of 

incongruences. Why must we teach as though knowledge is a priori, separating the knowledge from 

the knower? Despite the fact that the philosophical teachings that provide the rich foundational ideas 
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about education (of questioning and challenging knowledge) originate from the “know thyself” 

tradition. As Astin et al. (2007) point out:  

 

‘while we are justifiably proud of our ‘outer’ development in fields such as science, medicine, 

technology, and commerce, we have increasingly come to neglect our ‘inner’ development—

the sphere of values and beliefs, emotional maturity, moral development, spirituality, and 

self-understanding’ (p. 34). 

  
In emphasising the potential for meditation and other contemplative practices for further integration 

into higher education pedagogy and curriculum as part of a foundational education on what it is to 

teach, learn and know (Zajonc, 2013), pedagogues must support students in developing the much-

needed capacities to reflect critically and self-reflexively (Carroll, 2005; Grace, 2011; Friedow et al., 

2012; Margalef Garcia & Pareja Roblin, 2008; Waring & Evans, 2015). Subjectivism is easily 

critiqued in the university for its lack of scientific rigour yet is it false to make claims that objectivism 

truly exists since we as pedagogues and researchers bring our own vested interests, diverse 

backgrounds and life experiences, varied knowledge(s) to the universities and classrooms in which we 

operate. As both pedagogue and trained integral yoga and meditation teacher that straddles these two 

worlds of integral development, no longer can I discern between meditation and any education. 

Meditation and other contemplative practices are valuable when carefully integrated into higher 

education pedagogy and curriculum because they implicitly and explicitly cultivate knowledge by 

giving great importance to the empty space in between knowing and non-knowing, as well as giving 

attention to unknowing. Put simply, they blur the lines between objective forms (inquiry) of 

knowledge and subjective forms (self-inquiry) through living practices oriented towards the body.  

 

4.3 Meditation in the university and in higher education 

There are multiple means in which meditation might be approached in universities; from universities 

assuming the role of meditation centre to universities delivering interdisciplinary credit-bearing 

courses (Holland, 2006). Some private higher education institutions, furthermore, are non-traditional 

and founded by Buddhist scholars (Bush, 2011; see Naropa University, Denver, as one example). For 
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decades, these few higher education institutions in North America have been teaching a more holistic 

approach (Lamb, 2013; also see California Institute for Integral Studies, San Francisco; see Hindu 

University of America, Orlando as examples). Other scholars who themselves have a meditation 

practice, teach meditation within other disciplines. These scholars represent a much larger number in 

diverse university contexts and faculties (Bush, 2011). Overall, currently the two means in which 

meditation and other contemplative practices can be found in the university and in higher education 

are:  

1. in specialised supporting services on university campuses, for example, wellbeing and 

counselling for staff and students; and  

2. in university classrooms at the level of pedagogy and curriculum.  

The first, section 4.3.1 details the means in which we might encounter meditation in the university—

as a sector priority in the UK this is increasingly common—and the way in which these supporting 

services can be problematic. The second, section 4.3.2 details the means in which pedagogues might, 

too forcibly or too tentatively at times, integrate meditation into higher education pedagogy and 

curriculum.  

 

4.3.1. Meditation in the university—Supporting services  

In his introduction to The Future University: Ideas and Possibilities, Barnett (2012) states that ‘the 

university has ever-expanding functions, not only in knowledge production and knowledge transfer 

but in a manifold of relationships with the state and society’ (p. 1). The university is a social 

institution that has astonishing longevity, of which higher education is a significant part of its 

functioning (Barnett, 2012). When we focus on university services as well as the social role of the 

institution, we largely direct our attention outside of higher education. The second, on the contrary, 

directs our attention inside of higher education: much smaller (localised) but in some ways arguably 

much bigger (philosophised). On university campuses it is common practice to offer various 

supporting services to staff and students.  

 At my place of work, for example, there are two main services: Residential College 

(offering various forms of pastoral care and group therapies for students) and Wellbeing Services 
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(offering individual counselling sessions for staff and students). On many university campuses, it is 

increasingly common practice to offer MBSR and/or MBCT training programmes for staff and 

students. One need only take a look at the strides that one of the many UK-based centres, the Oxford 

Mindfulness Centre has made in the past decade by examining their directory of research, courses and 

training programmes (see www.oxfordmindfulness.org). There is now also a wealth of evidence 

amassed through the Mindfulness in Education Network (see www.mindfuled.org) about the general 

educational benefits of the approach.  

 Our university campus is young—just 15 years old and located in eastern China—and so 

we are in some ways overdue for change. We are also partially limited because of the cultural 

educational context that determines what is deemed acceptable and appropriate in China. I am in 

favour of these supporting services, and I myself spent much time (pushing gently) and waiting for a 

budget approval to convert a room on our campus into a peaceful meditation room in order to run my 

staff and student near daily drop-in meditation sessions in a more respected space. The original 

proposal was made on the grounds that on our UK campus—as on most secular university 

campuses—it is standard to have a prayer room that is a silent space for prayer or meditation at any 

point in the day should staff and students wish to use it. As one might imagine, the word prayer is not 

one that would be accepted by the Chinese Communist Party (CCP), who are involved in overseeing 

and approving these types of advances and also lead our campus Residential College. Thus, the 

cultural educational context does play a role in determining what is possible, particularly with regards 

to matters of secularism and non-secularism. A meditation room, however, with a generous budget for 

decorating and purchasing meditation props was welcomed—on our campus—as an additional 

wellbeing measure. This is now the room that I use to run my meditation sessions.  

 I return to discuss these near daily drop-in sessions in more detail in Chapter Five, when I 

describe in full and justify the methodology of this study, as well as in Chapter Six, when I describe 

in full the course at the heart of this study. It is difficult to argue against the value that these types of 

university services add: they are conducive to creating social institutions that are diverse, socially-

inclusive, culturally responsive, humane and in some ways also innovative. Mental health and 

psychological wellbeing of university students has in recent years—at least in the UK—become a 



 

 100 

sector priority (see www.universitiesuk.ac.uk; see www.heaacademy.ac.uk). In China, similarly, 

every university campus has a government-mandated service named Student Affairs Office (xuéshēng 

shìwù chù, 学生事务处 in Chinese Mandarin), renamed as Residential College and then Campus Life 

at our institution: a 24-hour service offering various forms of pastoral care for all students with trained 

counsellors, support workers, and therapists. Although our university is British, some CCP policies 

must be adhered to on our China-based campus. This particular government-mandated service is one 

that UK universities could learn from the Chinese university model.  

As a pedagogue, however, I am more interested in pedagogy and curriculum. The main 

reason for this—with the exception of trained counsellors, support workers and therapists for whom I 

have great respect— is that many supporting services on university campuses tend to operate 

superficially, although perhaps unintentionally so. They operate in an almost entirely discrete manner 

to the daily lives of staff and students. They tend to offer services, such as MBSR/MBCT and other 

similar training programmes for staff and students, which ultimately reinforce the current lifestyle—

incessantly busy, technologically-dependent, noisy, stressful—rather than transform it. The intentions 

are probably well-meaning yet disputably miss the point. One could take the flippant view that MBSR 

and other similar training programmes are just part of a sad trend (Barnett, 2015) or that 

MBSR/MBCT is an infantilising fad in universities today (Furedi; cited in Swain, 2016). One could 

even take the cynical view that these training programmes are being adopted rapidly by universities 

and schools as a neoliberal money-saving mechanism, so as to avoid hiring higher salaried 

experienced and qualified counsellors and therapists. Others have argued, exaggeratedly, that 

mindfulness meditation medicalises education (Barker, 2014; Berger, 2002; Reveley, 2016).  

Meanwhile others again have critiqued more specifically the commodification and 

reductionist nature of many Mindfulness-based Interventions (MBIs) in educational contexts (see 

Bazzano, 2014; see Hyland, 2016, 2017; see Purser & Loy, 2013). Moreover, the cutting critique of 

McMindfulness, that is the ‘marketing of mindfulness practice as a commodity that is sold like any 

other commodity in our brand culture’ (Safran, 2014, p. 1) and ‘Buddhism as sold to you by 

neoliberals’ (Doran, 2013, p. 1) has also surfaced. Its intertextual reference somewhat patent. These 
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critics do make compelling cases on the ethos of these services within educational institutions. 

Notwithstanding the fact that mindfulness becoming more mainstream and accessible is a positive 

advance in recent years, the critiques on the matter of commodification and reductionism are those 

that are difficult to paper over.  

The fact that these therapeutic measures or wellbeing services operate in such a discrete 

manner, as ‘an extra appendage’ rather than ‘an integrated service’ (Harris, 2009), is something 

seriously worth considering when we question what is valuable about connecting meditation and other 

contemplative practices to modern secular educational contexts. Offering discrete services again 

reinforces what I am constantly trying to distance myself from. Integral development is not something 

we do outside of normal life; we need not only turn to it as a light-touch or occasional self-help 

remedy; it is not peripheral to other aspects of living, it is living. It is a body-oriented philosophy—an 

embodied living practice. It is not out there or over there. It is right here now.  

 

4.3.2 Meditation in higher education—Pedagogy and curriculum 

Despite the complex issues with providing a definition and understanding of this educational term 

(Mortimore, 1999; Waring & Evans, 2015), I must begin by defining pedagogy as I understand it. 

When I refer to pedagogy, I generally echo Giroux’s (2011) definition:   

 
‘Pedagogy is not about balance, a merely methodological consideration, on the contrary . . . 

education . . . must do everything possible to provide students with the knowledge and skills 

they need to learn how to deliberate, make judgements and exercise choice, particularly 

because the latter is brought to bear on critical activities that offer the possibility of 

democratic change. Democracy cannot work if its citizens are not autonomous, self-judging 

and independent’ (p. 3). 

 
This definition—albeit taking a particularly critical pedagogical stance—points towards integral 

development of students because it emphasises the societal need for pedagogy that grounds 

individuals while strengthening their capacity to cope with the fluxes of living (and lived) social 

interactions. The terms pedagogy and curriculum are distinguishable from one another and 
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understanding this distinction is, in a sense, how one can crudely distinguish between a critical 

pedagogue and a contemplative pedagogue.  

At the level of pedagogy, the pedagogue in concerned with how they manoeuvre the 

classroom and which pedagogic approaches they take. The emphasis is on integrating classroom tasks 

that draw upon meditation as the main tool. This is most common in the existing literature, in two 

different cases. In the first case, a contemplative pedagogue has noticed the connection between the 

taught content, and a known (to them) contemplative practice that is suitable. For example, in Radical 

Presence: Teaching as Contemplative Practice, O’Reilly (1998) describes a silent writing exercise in 

the university classroom as an attempt to create ‘a spacious moment’ (p. 5). She writes of 

incorporating silent meditative writing practices at the start of the class (to help students find their 

centre), in the middle (to help students brainstorm) and at the end of the class (to help students reflect 

on the day’s discussion and come to an experience of closure). Here the pedagogue is navigating the 

classroom as a space for explicitly promoting personal change in learning, which implicitly promotes 

social change.  

In the second case, and more specifically to labour a point, a critical pedagogue has noticed 

the connection between the taught content, and a known (to them) contemplative practice that is 

suitable. For example, in Contemplative Pedagogy: Equipping Students for Everyday Social Activism 

(Wray & Batada, 2017), the authors describe their use of guided visualizations and critical dialogue, 

to invite students to trace the histories of everyday needs ‘in order to foster reflection on their 

interconnectedness and to analyze rhetorical tropes of innocence’ (p. 29). This is intended, the authors 

write, to enable students to come face-to-face with their privilege and implicit racism in their learning 

on a community and public health university course. Both are experiential and can contribute to a 

more intimate approach to classroom practice. The latter specifically, takes a social justice approach 

whereby the pedagogues are navigating the classroom for explicitly promoting social change. 

When I refer to the term curriculum (the what), there are some distinctions to be made. The 

curriculum is dependent upon both its image (the philosophical idea) and in components (the real-

world practice). In Table 4.3 below, it can be noted that Morris and Adamson (2010, p. 51) make the 

distinction between five types of curriculum. “Academic rationalism”, while I have in Chapter One 
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in part argued for a pace that is more conducive to deep learning and knowing, the notion of teacher 

as all-knowing and imparter of didactic knowledge stands in direct opposition to contemplative 

pedagogic approaches. Next, “social and economic efficiency” is increasingly becoming the most 

dominant model in higher education institutions today, which I discuss shortly as being short-sighted. 

In the centre, “[student-centred]” is the most in alignment with integral education themes concerning 

principles and practices. I also shortly discuss this as standing at odds with “social and economic 

efficiency” models.  

 

                         
                IMAGE 

 
 
 
COMPONENT  
 

 
Academic 

Rationalism 

 
Social & Economic 

Efficiency 

 
[Student]-centred 

 
Social 

Reconstructionism 

 
Orthodoxy/ 

Ideological Transfer 

 
 

Intentions 

To enhance pupils' 
intellectual 

capacities and 
cognitive skills, 

and to teach them 
how to learn. 

To provide for the 
current and future 

manpower needs of 
a society. 

To provide pupils 
with opportunities 
for enhancing their 

personal and 
intellectual 

development.  

The school serves 
as an agent for 
social reform, 
changes and 

criticism. 

Schools should 
pass on the 

prevailing values 
and beliefs of that 
society/ culture. 

 
 

Content 

Focus on the 
knowledge, skills 

and values derived 
from the academic 

disciplines. 

Focus on 
knowledge and 
skills which are 

useful and relevant 
future employment. 

Focus on 
knowledge as an 
integrated holistic 
entity and on the 

process of learning. 

Focus on social 
needs, issues and 

ideals. 
 

Focus on patriotic 
events, religious 
and/or political 

events. 

 
Teaching/Learning  

Methods 

Focus on teacher 
exposition and 

didactic teaching, 
and on promoting 

inquiry skills. 

Emphasize 
application and 
skill mastery. 

Emphasize pupils' 
activity and self-
learning, and the 

teacher as 
facilitator. 

Focus on 
interaction, group 
work and students' 

involvement in 
community 
activities. 

Emphasizes teacher 
exposition and 
ensuring pupils 

master the chosen 
beliefs and values 

 
 

Assessment 

Emphasize testing 
of pupils' 

knowledge and 
skills, and on 

academic rigour. 

Emphasize 
assessing pupils' 
ability to apply 
knowledge and 

skills. 

Focus on 
qualitative 

measures that 
attempt to analyze 

the process of 
learning. 

Focus on the need 
to involve pupils in 

their own 
assessment. 

Focus on assessing 
if pupils can 

reproduce what 
they have been 

taught. 

 

Table 4.3 Curriculum conceptions and curriculum components (based on Morris & Adamson, 

2010) 
 

Next, “social constructionism” is also in alignment with integral education principles and 

practices as well as contemplative pedagogic approaches, but it differs in that is it rather outward-

focused and somewhat political. For the same reasons I explain shortly, I have been influenced greatly 

by critical pedagogic approaches as well as social constructionism, yet they are limited in that the 
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worldview is somewhat more ‘top down’ than contemplative pedagogic approaches, seeing socially 

constructed reality as out there and not within us all. With contemplative pedagogic approaches, 

socially constructed reality is not dismissed or denied, but it is of limited import in comparison to 

inner learning and knowing. Finally, on the far right, “orthodoxy/ideological” appears extremist and 

unfamiliar to modern university contexts in democratic nations at least, but as I touch upon shortly, 

the current model in many institutions may not be a far cry from this model of education.  

Upon first review, I refer to a higher education pedagogy and curriculum that is “[student]-

centred”. As can be seen, the “[student]-centred” curriculum privileges content that develops the 

whole person and teaching methods that focus on the cultivation of qualities and personalisation as 

the intended results. While universities are competing with each other, the students of today too are 

under pressure to compete internationally with each other. The global pressure of international 

competition—“the great brain race”—as well as the growth in internationalised higher education 

(Knight, 2013) means that many students are inevitably forced to confront means that many higher 

education institutions are producing mission statements and strategies for “social & economic 

efficiency”.  

Another concept worth noting briefly is that of the “hidden curriculum”, that which is taught 

but hidden from conscious awareness. McLaren (1989) in his critique of the “hidden curriculum” 

within a tradition model of education, has noted that the “hidden curriculum” acts as representative of 

much more than a programme of academic study. Rather, he argues that it represents ‘the introduction 

of a particular form of life; it serves in part to prepare students for dominant or subordinate positions 

in the existing society’ (p. 183). The reason this concept is worth noting in discussions on higher 

education curricula is that the integration of meditation could be a guise in itself, a “hidden 

curriculum”. I have already mentioned in section 4.3.1 and section 4.3.2 that meditation can serve to 

simply reinforce current constrained and imbalanced lifestyles rather than to transform them, 

especially if there is an explicit focus on stress reduction, productivity and performance. It could then 

be argued that meditation, when introduced to the university context and integrated into pedagogy and 

curriculum could be operating in a similar manner. It could be supporting students to cope within—or 



 

 105 

learn to conform to—a system that should instead be transformed for the betterment of individuals in 

society and thus society at large.  

Despite differences between internationalised campuses and home campuses, universities 

worldwide are witnessing a common set of developments. The “great brain race”, world rankings, and 

for-profit internationalisation of the institution, have augmented the pressure for all stakeholders to 

produce results (Knight, 2013). These developments have until now left the range of students’ 

experiences at the bottom of the list of priorities (Haigh, 2014). While the significance of the 

economic benefits for becoming one of the university-educated cannot be dismissed since a university 

education is expensive and stakeholders therefore expect a return on their investment, ‘such a 

bifurcation misses the point that the university potentially contributes to both individual and collective 

benefits, for personal and for public gain” (Dall’Alba, 2012, p. 112).  

At my place of work, for example, a beautifully-designed succinct 14-page document 

Strategy 2020 was published and distributed university-wide to faculty and administration. Ambitious 

impressive words like “innovation”, “success” and “global engagement” pepper the document, 

sometimes not even in complete sentences. While no one quite understands what parts of this 

document actually mean, we cite it continually when we justify what we do pedagogically in our 

annual performance development reviews. The overlying message of the document tends towards the 

design and delivery of a higher education curriculum intended for “social & economic efficiency” on 

a global scale. I, echoing many others (Dall’Alba, 2012; Morley, 2012; Maxwell, 2012; Nixon, 2012), 

stress that a university education is more enriching long-term for everyone—and even short-term in 

the day-to-day happenings of student life, to echo Langer (2003)—should its curricula be “student-

centred” and intended to provide students with opportunities for enhancing both their personal growth 

and intellectual growth. This, in turn, still leads to “social & economic efficiency”. As the student 

body and the world in universities inevitably continue to change—increasingly more culturally 

diverse, socio-economically divergent, and global-minded—its teachings must too change.  

At the level of curriculum, the pedagogue focuses on what is taught. In this case, the very 

fabric of higher education is transformable (see Naropa University at www.naropa.edu and Brown 

University at www.brown.edu as innovative examples of contemplative curricula). Focusing on 
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pedagogy alone could also transform the fabric of higher education, but on a more localised level 

because the sites are the classrooms and the subjects are ourselves and our students. Interweaving 

discrete contemplative tasks into courses as and when related to the taught content can lack 

effectiveness, rigour and consistency over extended periods of time (for instance, one semester or one 

academic year). Some pedagogues have also drawn our attention to the possible reluctance a 

pedagogue has when regarding the practices as outside of the taught content, and thus, easy to 

sacrifice over the main course content should classroom contact time run out (Rendon, 2009; Berila, 

2014, 2016). Therefore, creating a curriculum that is explicitly and unapologetically contemplative is, 

in my view, a far more robust approach for investigation and development. It would still, as a 

curriculum, draw upon classroom tasks that are contemplative, but meditation and other 

contemplative practices would be impossible to sacrifice over the main content because they comprise 

much of the main content. For example, in Zajonc and Upton’s Amherst College Eros and Insight 

course they attempt to explore the connections between love, knowledge and contemplation (Zajonc, 

2006), the contemplative practices are central to the experiential mode of learning and knowing on the 

course, and thus, are impossible to sacrifice.  

I should emphasise that there is no such clear distinction between a critical pedagogue and a 

contemplative pedagogue. A pedagogue’s worldview might fluctuate between critical and 

contemplative, as well as being critical in different ways and contemplative for different reasons. As 

previously discussed, I design, run and convene the courses the International Communications first-

year programme for the faculty of humanities and social sciences, and critical theory almost 

exclusively (to my displeasure at times) underpins the entire academic programme from first-year to 

fourth-year. It is hard then to not—if a pedagogue should—politicise the contemplative practices as 

tools for social change by engaging students in the core ideas of social and cultural notions of power, 

structures, agency, inequalities, social injustices and oppression.  

In a number of publications that I have read in recent years, the critical pedagogical approach 

on the integration of meditation and other contemplative practices put forward by pedagogues in the 

arts, humanities and social sciences faculties has become noticeably more prominent (see peer-

reviewed academic journals Radical Pedagogy, The Arrow, ICEA Journal; see JOCIs 2017 special 
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journal issue Building Just Communities). In principle, I share the views of critical pedagogues and 

their perspectives on the integration of meditation for promoting social change. I have noticed—in 

myself—the gentle loosening of the mind’s grip on my identity (or identities). “No one and everyone” 

has become a more truthful response to the question “who am I?” and my worldview has gradually 

softened and changed. Personal change generates social change and questioning the self in relation to 

the other is much of the work of social justice courses after all. I can appreciate the rationale that 

many critical pedagogues of the arts, humanities and social sciences propose on integrating meditation 

and other contemplative practices for a social justice approach. And I have learned a great deal from 

them. My students and I frequently engage in critical dialogues on identity and identities (such as race, 

nationality, sexuality, gender and class). It is so very tempting for me to integrate some of the 

meditative practices I am most practiced in that are clearly relevant—such as self-inquiry 

meditations—to get to the heart of the deep-rooted beliefs students hold about themselves, and others 

(oppressor/oppressed and us/them for instance).  

Yet I am perturbed by the politicisation of meditation and other contemplative practices. As 

Zajonc points out in Meditation as Contemplative Inquiry: When Knowing Becomes Love (2008), in 

its most sinister manifestation, meditation can be used as a tool for oppression. In The Buddha Pill, 

Farias and Wikholm (2015) also emphasise the dark side of meditation when they were troubled to 

witness how the practice of yoga, ‘as an instrument of serenity and enlightenment, was being used to 

serve political purposes’ (p. 212). In this particularly unusual case, at the long-established Patanjali 

Research Foundation in northern India, yoga was being used specifically as justification for 

promoting nationalism, sexual repression, censorship and even some forms of violence. Perhaps this 

is an extreme example, but it does still—for pedagogues as being in relative positions of power—

require considerable thought.  

What are we trying to do by integrating meditation and other contemplative practices into 

higher education pedagogy and curriculum? Are we taking a critical approach to resist the 

corporatization of the university? Are we—as many pedagogues strive for—taking a critical approach 

for the purpose of attempting to eradicate social injustices? Regardless, the practice of meditation and 

its practitioner must maintain integrity and essence otherwise attempts for integrating newfound 
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knowledge emerging from the practices are made in vain. Somehow it does not feel appropriate to 

politicise the practice of meditation, no matter how beautifully and tenderly some pedagogues 

reconcile this intimate classroom space (see Thompson, 2017, as an example). The consequences of a 

sustained meditation practice often do provide scope for educating agents of peaceful social change, 

such as being of service as a way of acting in the world.  

As well nurturing agents of peaceful social change, other positive consequences are more 

banal but desirable for many—especially institutions—such as enhanced executive function and 

increased productivity. However, these are possible consequences, positive side-effects or ‘by-

products’ (Adyashanti, 2010, p. 16)—not main aims. To illustrate my point, although a condom can 

be used as a balloon, it is not intended for that purpose and function. This is a rather ridiculous 

example intended to labour the vulgar way in which meditation can and is being drawn upon as a tool 

(see Hyland, 2016, for an overview of the emerging issues on mindfulness meditation in education). 

Sadly, it is commonplace to come across modern branding of meditation and other contemplative 

practices in the form of courses and other programmes that promote the desirable positive side-effects, 

such as the reduction of work-related stress and enhancement of productivity.    

I take the stance that as an integrative pedagogic tool, the practice of meditation can be 

influential in higher education for advancing knowledge when combined with other modes of 

knowing, both experiential and intellectual. I address this idea in section 4.3 by providing a detailed 

summary on the broad range of effects and promises of meditation. It must be noted, however, that an 

emphasis on the effects of meditation will not suffice alone: ‘the effects cannot provide full 

justification for an educational practice’ (Ergas, 2016, p. 1) since education is a process rather than 

simply a means to an end result (see Dewey, 1916, 1933; see Eisner, 1993; see Peters, 1973, and 

many other educational theorists). Providing an analysis of the educational process that meditation 

and other contemplative practices supports to justify the place they have in the higher education 

curriculum is more congruent to research on the integration of meditation into higher education 

pedagogy and curriculum.  

Finally, I have examined and experimented with a number of critical pedagogic approaches 

and classroom techniques that have enriched my teaching experience as a reflexive practitioner and 
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educational research. Yet I maintain it is not the direction most appropriate to take with the 

integration of meditation and contemplative practices into higher education pedagogy and curriculum. 

This is foremost because students have not signed up for university courses that integrate meditation 

and other contemplative practices in these cases described above. As Stock (2006) points out in the 

quotation at the start of this chapter, we have yet to arrive at the day when meditation and other 

contemplative practices are valued as mutually exclusive to intellectual practices in the university 

classroom. And we may never arrive beyond them becoming a little more acceptable and accepted 

within more higher education institutions worldwide. The social justice approach as being imposed 

from the outside in—an objectivist model through a social justice lens—is exactly in a sense that 

which does not provide the same depth of experience for students. This desire must come from 

somewhere within the students, after having an inner yearning, some working awareness of and 

making an informed judgement on the university courses they will apply to enrol onto.   

Consequently, for the moment, politicising the practice is to a take step back. To summarise, 

the course that students are enrolled onto meets the following two criteria (the third is optional): 

1. it is elected (students choose it) or it is compulsory (but embodies in its name the explicit idea 

that there will be practice in meditation and other contemplative practices);  

2. it is centred on practice and experience (with additional support of theoretical/philosophical 

material for post-practice critical reflection for integration); and I would also encourage, 

3. it is enticing (evocative of intimate themes that emphasise interiority such as identities, affect 

and emotions).  

Taking these two to three criteria into consideration is then an appropriate step forward towards 

shaping higher education pedagogy and curriculum through the integration of meditation and other 

contemplative practices. Should we arrive at the day when meditation and other contemplative 

practices become mutually exclusive with intellectual practices, the options for courses of study 

integrating meditation that are available to students will likely become less marginal, more widely 

available, varied, and interdisciplinary.  
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4.4 Meditation in/as higher education—A detailed summary of the research to date 

Ever since meditation has become subject to scientific inquiry, it has not taken long for researchers to 

begin investigations into meditation in/as education. Some studies have utilised the university as the 

research site and context whereby larger samples of individuals who might be able to benefit from 

meditation were possible to attain. As far as the evidence indicates, meditation may expand upon 

current approaches to higher education pedagogy and curriculum. The studies reviewed for this 

section of the chapter indicate three major groups of effects that provide support for the further 

applications of meditation in higher education. Some studies focused on university students for other 

more transparent and operative reasons, for example, for the purposes of investigating cognitive 

phenomena, such as attention and information processing, as well as psychological phenomena such 

as stress, mood and other more specific concerns such as ADHD or clinical depression. Some studies 

have attempted to elevate higher education teaching and learning practices, by investigating the range 

of qualities, skills, cognitive abilities and emotional dispositions that contribute to developing 

university students as integrated and integral individuals at a time in their lives when much discovery, 

coming into one’s own, growth and flourishing is stimulated.  

 

4.4.1 Meditation in/as higher education—Three groups of effects emerging from research studies to 

date  

Meditation and other contemplative practices offer learning experiences that help to address the 

higher ambitions of higher education, namely the integral development of students. Thus far, there 

have been a number of reported effects on meditation and other contemplative practices in higher 

education. An overview of the three major effects and their various specific effects can be found in 

Figure 4.3. These are grouped according to three loose (overlapping at times) major effects on:   

1. cognitive and academic performance of students;  

2. mental health and psychological wellbeing of students; and 

3. integral development of students. 
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There are two further potential domains of effects that have not been included in this review. The 

first is the effects on transformative teacher-learning processes (see Lin, Brantmeier & Oxford, 2013, 

for a number of examples), which is a means of bypassing instrumental approaches that focus largely 

on quantifiable results. This has been excluded because of the limited scope of this study but requires 

further attention in the future if interest in ‘integral education’ and ‘contemplative education’ 

continues to grow. The second, is the effects on social-emotional skills, which can be viewed as 

overlapping with the three groups I detail here. This have not been given attention here, despite its 

ubiquity in education, purely because it does not present in literature on higher education, but rather 

primary and secondary education (see Weare, 2010, as an example).  

Despite the first group of major effects offering tangible benefits that can be quantified and 

measured, there is the condom/balloon risk of misusing meditation as a tool for solely improving 

cognitive and academic performance. An emphasis on performativity and productivity raises another 

issue with meditation in education: instrumentalist approaches do not honour the role of the body in 

learning and knowing. Although there are numerous studies on meditation and its promising effects 

on cognitive performance (refer back to section 3.7 of Chapter Three), in the field of higher 

education there are still very few. The findings, nonetheless, is promising albeit result-centred rather 

than process-centred. Given that one central goal of education is to foster meta-cognitive and 

cognitive capacities and their subsequent application to promote academic and professional success, 

the findings thus far in the first group of major effects suggest that meditation have the potential to 

enhance important intellectual skills and overall experiences of personal and intellectual engagement 

with university study. However, investigating specific effects on cognitive and academic performance, 

I argue, remains a very conservative and instrumentalist aim for higher education. 

The second groups of major effects on mental health and psychological wellbeing is the most 

researched to date outside of the field of education. Brown and Ryan (2003) and others (see Carmody 

& Baer, 2007; see Miller, Fletcher & Kabat-Zinn, 1995; see Reibel, Greeson & Brainard, 2001) have 

emphasised the role that meditation plays in enhancing wellbeing.  



 

 112 

 

 

Fi
gu

re
 4

.4
 O

ve
rv

ie
w

 o
f t

hr
ee

 g
ro

up
s e

m
er

gi
ng

 fr
om

 re
se

ar
ch

 st
ud

ie
s o

n 
th

e 
ef

fe
ct

s o
f m

ed
ita

tio
n 

in
 h

ig
he

r e
du

ca
tio

n  

 



 

 113 

These are predominantly psychology studies, mostly on mindfulness meditation. As discussed in 

section 4.2—as a UK sector priority—mental health and psychological wellbeing interventions tend 

to operate at the level of the university (via supporting services) as a context rather than university 

classrooms and students’ bodies as sites for knowledge in situ. There is evidence that stress and 

anxiety can hinder cognitive performance (Eysenck, 1996), which makes addressing the reduction of 

stress, anxiety and other negative states generally significant within educational contexts. Stress and 

anxiety reduction thus also link back to the first group of major effects.  

Additionally, and more importantly, most university students are ‘emerging adults’ (see 

Arnett, 2001) who experience change at relatively rapid rates during their time at university. 

Improved mental health and psychological wellbeing is not only necessary for enhancing cognitive 

and academic performance, but also facilitates important transitions into adulthood and the “real-

world” students graduate into, as whole people. For example, Scida and Jones (2017) and 

Ragoonadem (2017) have investigated ways of supporting students in navigating stress and general 

wellbeing in university settings for holistic reasons that go beyond dealing with mental health and 

psychological wellbeing. This group of major effects has also been studied alongside other specific 

effects, including self-compassion and empathy. This leads us into a discussion about how the 

development of the “whole person” or integral development of students as I refer to it, since it 

implicates all three groups of major effects and so merits deeper investigation in educational research. 

As one of the three major effects, integral development offers the broadest scope for students. 

Although the specific effects that come under integral development are difficult to clearly identify, 

investigations on the integration of meditation for integral development have the capacity to impact 

on the other two groups of major effects: cognitive and academic performance; and mental health and 

psychological wellbeing. For example, if one begins from the position that students are “whole 

people” and not “blank slates”, their integral development inadvertently has repercussions on other 

aspects of their lives and vice versa. That is, how they feel about themselves, others, and the world in 

relation to them (their multifaceted lives in general) affects cognitive and academic performance at 

university and vice versa.  
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I explain this further by briefly drawing upon an application of Habermasian epistemology in section 

4.5. I also elaborate on the specific effects of meditation on integral development in Figure 4.5 of the 

following section.  

Table 4.4a, Table 4.4b and Table 4.4c I provide a summary of the studies that have thus far 

yielded these three groups according to major effects and their specific effects listed in the left-hand 

column. It should also be noted that when studies produced several findings these have been listed 

more than once under more than one effect. Additionally, some studies have produced promising but 

overlapping and intertwined findings (see Fredrickson, 1998, as an example). 

These studies are mostly psychology studies and mainly use pre- and post-tests, such as the 

Star Counting Test (SCT, Das-smaal, De Jong & Koopmans, 1993) to measure attentional control, 

scales such the Mindfulness Attention Awareness Scale (MAAS, Brown & Ryan, 2003), adaptations 

of them and alternative scales for assessing connections between other qualities and meditation, such 

as the Self Compassion Scale (SCS, Neff, 2003b). Self-reported methods are used for assessing the 

effects of meditation on various phenomena of relevance to university students, such as expansion of 

attentional limits. 

In terms of the first major group effects, among the mindfulness-based studies that have been 

published in the field of psychology (refer back to Table 3.7 for a list of notable studies), along with 

the Transcendental Meditation (TM) studies reviewed, substantial effect sizes have been produced. 

This suggests that attention and the behavioural responses associated with it may be flexible skills that 

can be conducive to learning and knowing in higher education.  

In terms of the second major group of effects, research studies examining the impact of 

meditation on mental health and psychological wellbeing are still limited in number in the context of 

higher education, but not at all outside of it. Nonetheless, there is a convergence of findings in 

randomised controlled studies. This is encouraging for researchers concerned with the mental health 

and psychological wellbeing effects of meditation on university students. As Shapiro, Brown and 

Astin (2011) point out, many of these studies rely on self-reported effects, therefore, research drawing 

upon second-person investigations (in this case from pedagogues and peers) and other non-self-

reporting methods may be useful in further supporting existing research findings. There is also a link 
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between mental health and psychological wellbeing the other two groups of major effects, yet this link 

is currently under-researched.  

In terms of the third and final major group effects, the research reviewed here suggests that 

meditation contributes to qualities that produce “wholeness”, reflected in living qualities such as 

elevated forms of creativity and greater capacities for healthy interpersonal and intrapersonal 

relationships. However, with the exception of empathic tendencies and interpersonal functioning and 

quality, studies are relatively few in number, and similar to the research on mental health and 

psychological wellbeing in the first major group of effects, much of the evidence is self-reported. This 

is not a problem in itself, but it does call to question whether the effects reported are observable from 

a second-person perspective. It has been pointed out that studies could consider addressing the effects 

of meditation on areas such as self-compassion, creativity, empathy and interconnectedness 

specifically in the classroom context (Shapiro, Brown & Astin, 2011). Bach and Alexander (2015) 

provide an interesting discussion on classroom practice and cultivating choice and wholeheartedness 

in university students. Finally, and of interest to pedagogues and educational researchers, studies 

could also broaden the base of outcomes explored. This might be the influence of meditation on the 

development of inner/embodied ethics, wisdom, moral maturity, and other human qualities associated 

with full human functioning and flourishing.  

 

4.4.2 Commentary on the integration of meditation for integral development of students 

Practices for cultivating a range of integral qualities, attitudes and abilities are of consequence to 

intrapersonal and interpersonal development, such as self-compassion and empathy, have a long 

tradition in meditative practices (Walsh, 1999). The practice of mindfulness meditation, for example, 

can lead to a felt sense of trustworthiness and connection with others as well as an enhanced ability to 

approach stressful interpersonal situations as challenges rather than threats mostly because of the role 

it plays in reducing activity in the ‘Default Mode Network’ (DMN) of the brain (see Garrison et al., 

2015). This is perhaps developed through the promotion of the capacity to witness thoughts and 

feelings so as not to typically react impulsively and destructively. Thus, meditative practices may 

foster not only day-to-day interpersonal functioning but also adaptive responses to social conflict. 
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Reiterating some of the preliminary ideas introduced in Chapter Two, I now offer a more detailed 

rationale for focusing on the integration of meditation for integral development that is divided into 

two sections.  

Firstly, section 4.5 argues that the qualities that integral development of students can cultivate 

are valuable yet drastically underplayed in most curricula (the what). Secondly, section 4.6 argues the 

need for integral development based on the super-complexity and uncertainty of the future societies 

that our students will graduate into (the why). In the third and final section, I highlight the centralised 

role that the body plays in the (critically) reflective and (self-)reflexive processes of integral 

development in higher education. A qualitative methodological approach that is concerned with 

interpreting the depth of students’ phenomenological experiences might yield results that demonstrate 

that three groups of major effects and their specific effects are not clearly discernible from one 

another. It might also yield results that flesh out, broaden and deepen what is already understood and 

established about the specific effects listed previously in Figure 4.4.  

Organising the findings to date into further specific effects: of the “self in relation to the self”; 

“the self in relation to others”; and “the self in relation to the nature of life events, knowledge and 

reality”, enables us to view the effects on integral development as inextricably interrelated and 

interconnected. Which in turn enable us to view the effects on integral development as interdependent 

and encompassing of all particular things. Thus, worthy of investigation in its own right. While some 

specific effects on integral development may overlap considerably between the three groups of major 

effects, integral development provides the greatest scope for exploring the most intangible and 

phenomenological experiences in depth. Hence, it provides arguably the most potential for personal 

change and individual/collective agency in/of university students. This is significant since renewing 

higher education pedagogy and curriculum to honour individuals (who are complex and have an 

incredible array of desires, needs, personalities, life histories and lived experiences) in the “real-

world” (which is complex, in constant flux and whereby the future and knowledge is largely unknown 

and uncertain to us all) is what I am most interested in as both pedagogue and educational researcher. 
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4.5 Meditation and the cultivation of qualities for integral development of students  

Many researchers have called attention to the fact that many pedagogues are seeking to complement 

the existing higher education pedagogy, which focuses almost exclusively on critical reasoning, 

quantitative analysis, and objective external technologies (see Duerr, Zajonc, & Dana, 2003; see 

Zajonc, 2006). Integral development is increasingly valued in higher education contexts and as Lief 

(2005) notes:  

 

‘the point is not to abandon scholarship but to ground it, to personalize it and to balance it with the 

fundamentals of mind training, especially the practice of sitting in meditation so that inner 

development and outer knowledge go hand in hand. A balanced education cultivates abilities beyond 

the verbal and conceptual to include matters of heart, character, creativity, self-knowledge, 

concentration, openness and mental flexibility’ (p. 6).  

 

Additionally, social transformation through perspective transformation of students has long been 

considered an important aim of education by educational researchers, notably from Mezirow’s theory 

of Transformative Learning (1991, 2000). Transformative Learning, although concerned with critical 

reflection as transformative and not meditation as transformative, has been draw upon as the 

theoretical underpinning for many of the research studies in higher education to date because it offers 

an emphasis on critical reflection and transformation offers that is a highly pertinent academic lineage 

for understanding contemplative pedagogies (Zajonc, 2006). Much of the evidence to date, largely 

from psychology studies, suggests that meditation and other contemplative practices do provide 

valuable experiential modes of learning and knowing for cultivating some of the qualities valued by 

pedagogues who have an interest in student integral development of students. But what does integral 

development mean more specifically to higher education and its students? It is the widening of focus 

of higher education pedagogy and curriculum to cultivate other qualities that support and deepen the 

intellectual and the objective, including:  

1. Supporting the flourishing of creativity; 

2. Cultivating self-compassion; 

3. Heightening empathic tendencies; 

4. Improving interpersonal relationship functioning and quality; 
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5. Enhancing ability to adapt to new environments and social stresses; 

6. Heightening a felt sense of interconnectedness, relatedness and wholeheartedness; 

7. Increasing personal and critical engagement with taught content; and 

8. Increasing ability to make choices with confidence. 

These specific effects are both large and small. In attempting to organise them further and how they 

relate to both philosophical notions of education and the practical social world we operate in as 

pedagogues and students, I devised the interrelationship between the current effects studied and how 

they correspond to:  

• “the self in relation to the self”—that which students think about, know about and feel about 

themselves;  

• “the self in relation to reality, life events, nature and knowledge”—that which enables them to 

enter the unknown, adapt and learn accordingly, discern, and take necessary actions; and  

• “and the self in relation to others”—that which students feel about others from their unique 

positionality.   

 

Figure 4.5 Map of integral development of specific effects emerging from research studies on the 

integration of meditation in higher education 
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 As introduced previously, these specific effects are interdependent and encompassing of all particular 

things, which is why they have been depicted as interconnected and all-encompassing in Figure 4.5.  

The findings of the eight specific effects on integral development may appear peripheral to 

the intellectual and objective pursuits of higher education pedagogy and curriculum, or even entirely 

separate from them. They are not. No less because any form of deep inquiry into any of the above 

subcategories, such as the ability to adapt to new environments and social stresses, is played out 

through systematic, intentional, attentional and attitudinal critical first-person inquiry (Roth, 2006; 

see also Brown University, 2013). More importantly, they are not because students’ academic 

achievements are so intractably linked to broader issues of student wellbeing. 

In his article Jurgen Habermas: Education’s Reluctant Hero, Lovat (2013) connects 

Habermas’ theory of knowing and communicative action with integrative pedagogic approaches that 

challenge ‘contemporary education to deal with the essentials [knowledge of self] rather than deal 

with the mere basics of learning’ (p. 80). Although not explicitly intended for educational research, 

Habermas’ ‘theory of knowing’ (1972) can be drawn upon for more authentic ways of knowing 

through critical reflection and engagement, while Habermas’ ‘theory of communicative action’ (1984, 

1987) can be drawn upon to consider integral development as well as the relationship between 

pedagogue and student as one that is reciprocal (Lovat, 2013). His epistemology is one that 

necessarily requires a pedagogic focus on integral development because it engages with a range of 

real-life issues. In Habermasian epistemology, knowing and knowledge are not discrete.  

When applied to students’ beings, this notion challenges conventional objectivist models of 

teaching and learning. The notions that there is no ultimate truth and so that equal learning 

opportunities are available for both (in this case applicable to student and pedagogue) are central to 

Habermasian epistemology and unite my previous discussion in section 2.3 of Chapter Two on the 

introduction of a renewed pedagogic approach and matters of mind, of heart and of sight. Although 

Habermasian epistemology is an example of critical social theory and seemingly therefore contrasting 

to contemplative pedagogic approaches in higher education, the emphasise of holism, inner learning 

and the interconnectedness between teacher and student present in Habermasian epistemology is 

pertinent to motivations for taking a contemplative pedagogic approach.  
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To conclude this point, although a modernist and sociologist whose work was not strictly 

focused on education, in Habermasian epistemology there is an explicit connection between integral 

learning and integral development. His perspective on the unity of knowledge belongs to the lineage 

of dating back to Dewey (1916, 1933) at least, just as contemplative pedagogic approaches are—for 

their themes of reflection, open-mindedness, agency and ultimately various forms of liberation. This 

connection can be allied with my previous point that meditation as living inquiry involves students 

directly becoming explicitly acquainted with themselves: (self-)knowledge and truth(s), and truth not 

simply as a priori. An educational process of this nature creates a distinct teacher-student relationship. 

One that is reciprocal, open in communication and one that honours self-knowledge and integral 

development at the level of the classroom pedagogy and curriculum. An embodied practice—taught 

through pedagogy and curriculum—develops (self-)knowledge through direct first-person experiences 

with meditative practices as living inquiry. And living inquiry takes place, or rather is sensed through 

the framework of one’s own body. 

The focus of this study is the motivation behind the course. It is based on the premise that 

moving towards an embodied curriculum can facilitate more relevant and so more profound 

experiences of knowing, un-knowing and non-knowing, which in turn enhance integral development 

of students. The profundity comes from the very fact that these experiences of knowing are not simply 

modes of third-person inquiry, moreover, they are critical first-person inquiry. Furthermore, higher 

education provides for its students—as ‘emerging adults’ (see Arnett, 2001)—a great deal of 

autonomy, often an unwilling amount. I have noticed in some of my own students that not all 

appreciate the self-regulation, self-direction and self-reliance encouraged by both my pedagogic 

approach on the nature of university study as more independent and autonomous than their earlier 

years of education. This is part of the work involved in a meditation practice. Meditation requires 

work. This is work that involves commitment, self-discipline and (continual) embodied self-reflexivity 

(Pagis, 2009). The types of qualities cultivated in the process of undergoing an extended course of 

academic study. I have slowly realised that there is no such thing as teaching in itself. Teaching, as I 

have come to see it, can only really exist on two levels:  

1. At the level of leading by example (being the change you wish to see in the world, to 



 

 125 

loosely quote Mahatma Ghandi’s over quoted maxim); and  

2. At the level of the teaching of the required tools or techniques for further 

development, as didactic knowledge must be (Lovat, 2013).  

 

I can therefore teach meditation in two ways: one more impactful and empowering than the 

other. The first way in the form of attitude and the second in the form of specific technique. The latter 

alone is easily reductionist, shallow and uninspired. It is also far easier to replicate en masse, hence, it 

is more widespread in education and other contexts by inexperienced meditation teachers. I can also 

teach by demonstrating through my own practice what is possible, simply by being the more 

experienced individual in the classroom in that moment, which is particularly relevant during 

moments of exploratory talk in group discussions (satsang in Sanskrit, meaning ‘company of truth’; 

see Krishnamurti & Needleman, 1971). However, I cannot teach the practice. I do not teach the 

practice. The practice is taught through each and every student’s own body. The body acts initially as 

our anchor and upon our return to it, it can be recognised in situ as the teacher it has always been. The 

techniques and tools I draw upon to support such notion, they simply assist the teacher (the body). 

This inevitably creates, overtime, a teacher-student relationship that is more equal, which ultimately 

wishes to empower students, enabling them to flourish by learning how to know from within their 

very own bodies.   

 

4.5.1 Meditation and the need for integral development in times of super-complexity and uncertainty  

While it has been acknowledged that the integration of meditation and other contemplative practices 

provides great scope for the cultivation of human qualities (Evans, Muijis & Tomlinson, 2016), such 

as enhancing the ability to adapt to new environments and social stresses, it has also been 

acknowledged that: 

1. They are currently lacking in the existing academic literature on educational research; and 

2. They are in alignment with the needs of twenty-first century students. 

In a recent Higher Education Academy (HEA) report on High Impact Pedagogies to Enhance Student 

Achievement, Evans, Muijis and Tomlinson (2016) suggest that contemplative pedagogies are one of 
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the five pedagogies (alongside service learning initiatives, team development, self-regulation 

approaches, creative and dialogic pedagogies) that have potential within and across all disciplines 

since they ‘are aligned closely to the requirements of 21st century learning needs’ (p. 9). Evans and 

Waring (2015) footnote these gaps/trends with ‘the relative importance of each of these concerns will 

vary according to the nature of stakeholder involvement but all are implicated in how the pedagogies 

are enacted in practice’ (p. 10), inviting preliminary small-scale practitioner research. In this same 

review of educational literature, in emphasising the potential for contemplative practices for further 

integration into higher education pedagogy and curriculum as part of an integrative approach as to 

what it is to learn (Carroll, 2005; Grace, 2011; Zajonc, 2013), pedagogues must support students in 

developing the much-needed capacities to reflect critically and self-reflexively (Carroll, 2005; Garcia 

& Roblin, 2008; Friedow et al., 2012; Waring & Evans, 2015).  

Furthermore, contemplative practices that focus on interiority are considered valuable in 

higher education as they centralise the combination of ways of knowing through both sensing and 

thinking (Bettez, 2011), widening scope for knowledge and knowing. One question to ask is: why do 

they present themselves now in the academic literature? Conventional modes of cultivating 

knowledge, through the development of intellectual capacities such as critical reasoning and 

objectivity, no longer now comprise an ampler picture of what it is to know, and they never truly have. 

Despite some pushback from alternative educational theories, some having garnered more respect in 

academic communities than others (see Gardner, 1983, 1993, 2008; see Goleman, 1995, 2006; see 

Weare, 2010), intellectual capacities have been dominant in higher education for some worthy reasons: 

namely they have driven enormous economic, scientific and technological growth. As such, they have 

maintained a superior status for knowing.  

In Enlightenment Now: The Case for Reason, Science, Humanism and Progress, public 

intellectual Steven Pinker (2018) and others (see Peterson; 2017; see Rosling, 2018) remind us of the 

human flourishing that has revealed itself since the enlightenment. His proposition is that knowledge 

can clearly be used to improve the world, and that the enlightenment’s four themes—reason, science, 

humanism and progress—are responsible for global human flourishing. This argument is supported in 

his book to a large extent by countless empirical studies demonstrating the overall trend that human 
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life quality and what can be achieved has steadily improved on a global-scale. Notwithstanding, 

individual/collective agency, there is still more work that can be done to develop individuals 

integrally through education because some of this growth and improvement has come at serious 

emotional, spiritual and moral cost (see Bell, 1996; see Friedman, 2006). This work does not depend 

entirely on the enlightenment themes that Pinker (2018) outlines in his book. Seligman (2011), for 

example, has made the distinction between human growth measured in studies as “life satisfaction”, 

which has clearly risen and correlates to the global increase of wealth, and human flourishing 

measured in studies as “well-being”, which does not at all correlate to the global increase of wealth. 

As such, human flourishing is too dependent on other themes that esteem other dimensions of integral 

being: human consciousness, interiority, interconnectedness, integrity, authenticity and awareness.  

As Stock (2006) reminds, intellectual capacities are not and have never been mutually 

exclusive to meditative practices. Through higher education, students are essentially being primed 

for—among other things—adapting to, functioning, thriving, becoming more integrated in and 

integral to the flourishing of future societies. The future society that we as pedagogues cannot 

truthfully say we know anything at all about, at least not in any certainty. Previously discussed in 

section 2.2 of Chapter Two, we live in times of not only complexity, but of super complexity 

(Barnett & Hallam, 1999; Barnett, 2016) and so we must teach for this super-complexity. In The 

Future University: Ideas and Possibilities, Barnett (2012) argues that the university of the present and 

that of the future ‘cannot ratchet itself back’ (p. 6) in fulfilling its global possibilities and its social 

duty. Although the authors of each chapter propose substantial changes to the university, they remain 

optimistic. As do I.  

Some—also included earlier in section 2.2 of Chapter Two—stress a greater commitment to 

care (Dall’Alba, 2012), emphasise the need for distributive justice (Morley, 2012), wisdom education 

(Maxwell, 2012) and the university for the common good (Nixon, 2012), they agree on many points 

about the idea of the university as a social institution providing personal and public gain. Notably, 

that there are many positive and negative changes in both the universities and societies of today. 

Preparing our students to not only live with the possibility, uncertainty (of non-knowing) and super-

complexity of modern times but also ‘to prosper in it and go on adding to its super-complex character’ 
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(Barnett & Hallam, 1999, p. 138) as a matter of primary import. An epistemology that whole-

heartedly embracing non-knowing is required. Pedagogic practices that develop self-knowledge 

through a more subjectivist model of education that require ‘considerable thought and collective 

effort’ (Barnett & Hallam, 1999, p.139) are upheld. This is primarily because the cultivation of 

intellectual capacities do not address the complex and still unknown needs of twenty-first century 

students. A curriculum that does not separate the knowledge from the knower, that cultivates qualities 

that strengthen resolve for super-complexity and uncertainty—and also anchor students deeper than 

their intellectual capacities alone for knowing—is required. This anchor is the very body they live in. 

  

4.6 Meditation in higher education for integral development of students—Towards an embodied 

curriculum 

Centralising the integral development of students in higher education pedagogy and curriculum—

unlike intellectual abilities such as critical reasoning and analytical thinking—is body-oriented. The 

body is anchored in the cultivation of the qualities listed for integral development in section 4.4. The 

last decade in particular has seen growing awareness that intelligence is embodied and is therefore 

dependent on context and emotions (Berg & Seeber, 2016) in that ‘the body contributes a content that 

is part and parcel of the workings of the normal mind’ (Damasio, 1994, p. 226). Feminist scholars has 

long been concerned with the role of bodies, affect and inner learning and knowing (see Levy, 2000; 

see Nussbaum, 2001; see Probyn, 2004; see Thompson, 2017). In the last few decades, 

understandings of embodiment have broadened; the challenge to Cartesian mind-body dualism has 

generated an exciting new science of mind. And it is has begun to enter the realm of education. To 

name one example, Caine and Caine (1997) have put into practice a successful pedagogy in schools 

that is based on the principle that ‘the body and brain so interpenetrate each other that at some level 

they need to be treated as a single system’ (p. 90). 

Recognising embodiment in ourselves as pedagogues and in our students inevitably shifts the 

emphasis of the pedagogy and curriculum. Higher education has tended to conceive of the body as an 

instrument for carrying around our heads, which carry around our brains. Conceiving of the student as 

a ‘brain on a stick’ (Lewis, 2006, p. 100) are being educating “from the neck up” (Lelwica, 2009, p. 
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125). This dichotomy of the mind as separate from the body is to divorce the rational and intellectual 

from the rest of the student (Simmer-Brown, 2009), and also then ourselves as pedagogues. This 

dichotomy has been argued to be largely due to the historical conflict of higher education’s 

commitment to traditions of either “serving science” or for “knowing thyself” (Ergas, 2017). The 

body is a much more profound site of knowledge than that for it is the one and only site available to 

us for living inquiry.  

Self-reflexivity, that is, the constant turning of the individual towards to self as both ‘the 

observing subject and the observing object’ (Pagis, 2009, p. 2) is a valued intellectual process in 

academic inquiry. It continues to surprise me that self-reflexivity is mostly only reserved for social 

science researchers, featuring as the main topic in sophisticated academic books such as Reflexivity: 

The Essential Guide (May & Perry, 2017) and as the main topic in independent chapters in doctoral 

researcher manuals such as The Routledge Doctoral Student's Companion: Getting to Grips with 

Research in Education and the Social Sciences (Thompson & Walker, 2010). It is inaccurate to 

assume that reflexivity and self-reflexivity belongs only to the social science disciplines, they also 

pertains to the hard sciences as well as other critical schools of thought (Popovenuic, 2014). 

Furthermore, it is inaccurate to assume that self-reflexivity only pertains to the post-graduate study 

since reflexivity is a fundamental process in the pursuit and generation of knowledge. Despite this, 

during my employment in higher education institutions, neither reflexivity nor self-reflexivity have 

featured as central concepts in undergraduate courses.  

Particularly in the social sciences though, reflexivity is reinforced by the similarity between 

the subject and object of knowledge: ‘to be reflective does not demand “the other”, while to be 

reflexive demands both an other and some self-consciousness awareness of the process of self-

scrutiny’ (Chiseri-Strater, 1996). This in turn leads to a process of self-change because the self-

knowledge emerging from critical reflection becomes part of and reshapes one’s own worldview. Burr 

points out (1995) that self-reflexivity occurs through analysis of one’s own ideas and thoughts, as well 

as reciprocity, sharing and talk with others. While Pillow (2010) refers to self-reflexivity as a skill or 

set of methods, offering suggestions on how to be more self-reflexive in the linguistic and cognitive 

practices of maintaining a journal, personal field notes, a diary and on-going reflective writings. 
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Discussed in Chapter Five, these types of practitioner-researcher reflexive practices strengthen 

qualitative research design (see Pillow, 2003). 

It seems that the overlying aim of self-reflexive practices is to arrive on one’s own truth and 

knowledge through conscious and intentional critical reflection of one’s own experiences in the 

process of action. To take this idea one step further, echoing Popovenuic (2014): ‘self-reflexivity is 

not just a self-referential process, it is a self-transforming one’ (p. 209) since ‘to be reflexive is to 

reflect upon the self in a self-conscious examination of the relationship between the researcher and the 

researched’ (Kobayashi, 2009, p. 139). And so, in the process of all forms of academic inquiry, 

whether or not students are producing primary data in their own research studies, the self-conscious 

examination that Kobayashi (2009) refers to on the relationship between who is studying and what is 

being studied, is academic inquiry.  

Studies on self-reflexivity have typically referred to it as an ‘internal conversation’ (see Wiley, 

1994; see Archer, 2003) and so have been largely grounded in language and communication. 

Language—a cognitive ability—is assumed as the main conduit for arriving at various forms of 

knowledge, including self-knowledge. Although language plays a role in the processing of 

information as part of critical reflection, self-reflexivity, however, is enlivened and sensed through the 

body. It is conceptualised when it is embodied because it captures the being and sensing of 

individuals in the world. For Husserl, whose ideas I discuss in greater depth in section 5.2.3 of 

Chapter Five, lived embodiment is an essential part of the deep fabric of all-knowing as opposed to 

simply a vehicle for practical action. Behnke (n.d) explains: 

 

‘In Husserl’s phenomenology of embodiment, then, the lived body is a lived centre of experience, and 

both its movement capabilities and its distinctive register of sensations play a key role in his account of 

how we encounter other embodied agents in the shared space of a coherent and ever-explorable world.’  

 

I draw upon this understanding of embodiment without complicating its understanding in this thesis 

into the advanced complexities of cognitive science (see Kiverstein, 2011, for thorough distinctions 

between various multidisciplinary definitions). To Dreyfus (2006), embodiment can open individuals 

up to the world around them. Echoing Merleau-Ponty (1962), the body harnesses individuals into a 
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world that is meaningful, and so in alignment with the classical yogic worldview, the body itself is the 

site or source of meaning and understanding. For Francesconi and Tarozzi (2012), embodiment 

‘deeply re-evaluates the role of subjective experience plays in the construction and expression of 

cognition and knowledge’ (p. 267) and it thus accordingly recalibrates research interests and 

methodologies that are useful to investigate embodied experiences. This is what can be understood as 

embodiment in this thesis. Arriving at various forms of knowledge, in particular self-knowledge, by 

nature, must occur after experience has happened, even if only by a few seconds. For this reason, 

Pagis (2009) fleshes out its name as embodied self-reflexivity.  

Returning to Body-Oriented-Pedagogy, Ergas (2013a) makes the distinction between two 

notions of the body in education. According to the classical yogic worldview, knowledge emerging 

from the body is more truthful and trustworthy than the untrained mind and turning towards the body 

for knowledge. The first remains at the level of the sensed body, in which thinking is kept at bay by 

practicing awareness of the present moment (as many meditations such as mindfulness teach rather 

effectively in technique). The first notion of mind is of perception or sensing. It ‘gathers sense data, 

thinks and decides, yet at a rather crude level.’ (p. 6). This level of mind is known as manas in 

Sanskrit. The second is based on the classical yogic worldview, turning towards the body as the 

original site from which philosophical critical reflection emerges within thinking. The second notion 

is of intellect. It allows for insight, critical reflection and discernment. This level of mind is known as 

buddhi in Sanskrit. When the “I-maker” or “I-am-ness” level of mind (ahamkara in Sanskrit; see 

Feuerstein, 2001; see Schweizer, 1993) then personalises the experiences of the previous two levels of 

mind, which ultimately creates a false sense of identity of a permanent and timeless “I”, as separate 

and distinct from others. This sense of identity is not the “true self” or the disidentified self. 

According to classical yoga (see The Yoga Sutras of Patañjali, pre-400CE), one’s lack of wisdom and 

inner knowing comes from the fact that one confuses the object—nature, source, true self—to be 

subject—I. It is only when buddhi is so finetuned that ‘lucid awareness’ assisting ‘discernment’ in situ 

is between the subject and the object of experiences becomes possible. Buddhi, the higher mind, is the 

doorway to inner learning, knowing and wisdom, from which critical reflection emerges within 

thinking.  
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Integral development can be accessed through both notions of the body in order to transmute 

the false sense of identity of ahamkara. Firstly, in the experiential practices—many being the 

cultivation of the mind-quality samatha—that slowly train our minds to lead us to sensing in our 

bodies, practices that induce presence-centred awareness, being and sensing over thinking and doing 

(refer back to section 3.4 of Chapter Three). Secondly, in the self-reflexive practices that follow on 

from sensing in our bodies to knowing in our bodies. I expand upon body-oriented integral 

development in real-world practice—“in-action” and “on-action” (see Schön, 1983)—throughout 

Chapter Six, when I describe the course at the heart of this study. The course was designed in order 

to enable students to access both notions of the body through a combined approach (mindfulness of 

breathing meditation and self-inquiry meditation) in the critical exploration of seven relationships 

with the self and the other in the world.  

 

4.7 Chapter summary 

In this chapter, I investigated the applications of meditation in the specific field and context of 

education. In the first section, I provided a brief introduction on meditation in higher education and 

the university. Although there has been extensive research on meditation at all levels of the education, 

I focused specifically on my context and field, in the university and in higher education. From the 

addition of meditation and other wellbeing interventions as part of supporting services to the 

interweaving of meditation and other contemplative practices into higher education pedagogy and 

curricula, I also detailed the difference between these two approaches. I emphasised—at the level of 

higher education pedagogy and curriculum—the difference between taking a critical pedagogic 

approach and a contemplative approach. I also highlighted that it must continually be borne in mind 

what meditation is for and why it is pertinent to higher education pedagogy and curriculum. In the 

third section, I summarised the research to date in higher education, by dividing the findings into three 

emerging (but partially overlapping) major effects: the effects of meditation on cognitive and 

academic performance, on mental health and psychological wellbeing, and on integral development. I 

then offered an in-depth discussion on how meditation and other contemplative practices are 

connected to the cultivation of qualities for the much-required integral development of university 
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students of today in the fourth section. Finally, in the fifth section, I paved the way a discussion on 

reconciling the split between philosophical concerns in higher education, namely the cultivation of 

qualities for integral development with practical concerns in higher education. Thus, associated 

pedagogic tools, techniques and approaches that facilitate integral development naturally lead into an 

embodied practice in higher education.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 

 

Methodology: Blending Philosophical 

and Practical Concerns 

 
‘If we ask academics to hold students in a space of vulnerability and uncertainty in which they can embrace 

their own beings, it is necessary that we create the kind of environment where academics can explore their own 

vulnerability and uncertainty.’ 

Blackie, Case and Jawitz (2010, pp. 643) 

 

‘Not everything that counts can be counted.’ 

Collini (2012, p. 120) 

 

 ‘While [social] scientists must, of course, strive to remove subjective bias from their empirical methods and 

analyses, to strive to explain the universe while omitting from consideration the very subjectivities who perceive 

and explain it seems unsatisfactory.’  

Roth (2006, p. 1793)  

 

‘First-person experience at its core is an experience of self-awareness in its most foundational form.’ 

Sarath (2006, p. 1817) 



 

 135 

5.1 My methodological approach  

The purpose of this chapter is to outline the thinking that underpins my research design, starting with 

philosophical and methodological considerations. It attempts to offer a viable approach whilst 

maintaining coherence with the values and epistemological traditions of the topic itself. Methodology 

can be described as a strategy for answering questions (Taber, 2013); a way of framing social reality 

(Strauss & Corbin, 1998); and a set of theoretical values that underpin research (Giddings & Grant, 

2007). The choice of methodology then has great implications on the research design (Gorard, 2013). 

In the research to date on meditation across various contexts, as well as in the field of education, some 

have drawn our attention to issues in research on meditation.  

These issues include the lack of methodological rigour in an overwhelming number of studies 

(Farias & Wikholm, 2015), the limitations of some/many research designs to be able to capture subtle 

and phenomenological meditative experiences (Brown & Ryan, 2007; Shapiro, Brown & Astin, 2011), 

and an overreliance on self-report methods as a form of evaluation (Walsh & Shapiro, 2006; Davidson 

& Kaszniak, 2015). Some have outlined emerging conceptual and methodological issues in research 

on meditation and also specifically mindfulness meditation (Davidson & Kaszniak, 2015) that include 

a scarcity of age and cultural appropriateness of measures and other suitable measures for evaluating 

and assessing the intervention. Some have also emphasised the short-sightedness of results-oriented 

approaches to researching mindfulness meditation in education (Ergas, 2016; Hyland, 2016). Having 

borne in mind the limitations highlighted from previous studies, I describe and justify the 

methodology that I have adopted in this chapter.  

One key division is a rift between meditation being researched as a psychological intervention, 

generally from a positivist standpoint and meditation being researched as a subjective phenomenon in 

its own right, generally from an interpretivist standpoint. This division is explored in section 5.2 and 

the subsequent discussion, where I make the case for an interpretive-subjective-phenomenological 

approach. The way I present the methodology is different from the conventional approach, which 

reports research processes as linear. Similarly, as I stressed in Chapter Three, the meditative 

practices and the personal insights that emerge from them are not always experienced in a linear 

fashion. This chapter then is partly composed of non-linear narratives in order to reveal the mutual 



 

 136 

interaction between myself, the practitioner-researcher and the research, which incorporates both the 

data generated and the student-participants themselves. I first explore my epistemological and 

ontological stance and my adoption of qualitative research in section 5.2. In section 5.3 I describe the 

research aims and in section 5.4 I outline the three research questions for this study.  

I then focus extensively on ethics in section 5.5. Importantly, the ethics of this research did 

not simply take standard measures to ensure dignity, anonymity and confidentiality of individual 

student-participants, but rather, the research ethics entirely dominated and shaped the research design, 

the chosen data collection methods and the ongoing course modifications detailed in Chapter Six. As 

explained in previous chapters, meditation is not for the faint-hearted. Even those of seemingly strong 

character with a willingness and deep inner yearning to practise meditation are by no means immune 

from the kinds of potentially perturbing experiences that can surface unexpectedly, not simply during 

a meditation practice, but for some time afterwards in the process of integrating the experience. A 

research design that investigates the experiences of meditators must, before any other logistical and 

logical consideration, must be focused on the individual subject who has, albeit willingly, submitted 

to (or entrusted) such a powerful practice with powerful techniques for working with difficult 

emotions (Bennett-Goleman, 2001; Goldstein, 2003; Goleman, 1995). As the classroom setting 

generally does not enable the meditation teacher to give the kind of personal attention needed to steer 

a student through a particularly troubling experience (Burack, 2014), it was imperative that the type of 

affective and emotional responses inside and outside the classroom were appropriate and thus ‘careful 

consideration need[ed] to be paid to providing safety structures for students for whom a triggered 

affective response may be deeply disturbing.’ (Probyn, 2004, p. 29). More generally, as a sensitive 

and highly personalised process, this study was not only subject to the conventions of social 

interactions but was also subject to sensitive ethical research principles, which also sought to provide 

safe opportunities for integration of the meditative experiences for the student-participants. 

Additionally, a number of ethical measures were put in place as safety valves throughout the entire 

research process.  

Section 5.6 focuses on an important area of attention for qualitative researchers and in 

particular action researchers: my positionality in this research, and thus the research relationships 
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between those being researched, the student-participants and myself, the practitioner-researcher. 

Section 5.7 dedicates some attention to the unique educational and cultural context in which this 

study took place. While not essential to this study, it could not be entirely ignored, particularly in 

explorations of high-impact teaching practices as well as practitioner-researcher agency within the 

structures of the higher education institution. I then describe in full the research process by detailing 

all facets of my research design and chosen data generation methods in section 5.8. In the section 5.9, 

I describe the course sampling and sequencing, which was characterised as an on-going process and 

involved both the initial selection of student-participants and a set of modification decisions 

throughout this study. In section 5.10, I then describe how I developed my research methods as an on-

going process; that is, how I employed various written and spoken reflective tasks for generating data 

and how I complemented these approaches with a personal diary method for recording my field notes, 

which became invaluable for the course modifications described later in Chapter Six. Varela and 

Shear (1999) have drawn attention to the value and means of conducting research with first-person 

methodologies. Notwithstanding some unconventional and intriguing methodological approaches 

among practitioner-researchers with habitual meditative practices that are auto-ethnographic (see 

Barnes, 2001; see Bartlett, 2010; see Ergas, 2017; Sealy, 2012) and ethnographic (see Pagis, 2009, 

2010), I view the combination of research methods that I used as significant and distinct from most 

existing studies on the integration of meditation into higher education pedagogy and curriculum. One 

strength of my research is that my research methods developed along with the progress of running the 

course over three entire 16-week semesters, approximately one and half years.  

As I articulate in Chapter Six, there are further elements of the course, such as the addition 

of a “buddy system” (Pykett et al., 2016) that I also planned to modify by the end of the third and 

final course cycle but have yet to critically examine and so reflect upon and have thus set aside for 

now. Overall, the chosen research methods succeeded in serving the research aims, which were to 

capture subtle changes and reflect the complexity of the student-participants’ experiences of 

meditation in this context. The approach to data generation allowed the richness of the student-

participants’ experiences to be reported. Given the significance of the practitioner-researcher and 

student-participant relationship, I viewed my capacity to reflect critically as crucial. By reflecting on 
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what I had read, heard and observed, I was able to protect the student-participants’ intimacy while 

seeking the development of knowledge on the integration of meditation into higher education 

pedagogy and curriculum. Finally, I articulate a number of ways I maintained faithfulness and 

trustworthiness throughout this study in section 5.10.  

 

5.2 My epistemological stance   

Ontological assumptions—on the nature of reality and of things, give rise to epistemological 

stances—ways of inquiring into the nature of reality and of things (Hitchcock & Hughes, 1995). 

Epistemology is how one comes to know reality in the form of knowledge and in educational research, 

and it refers to what is and can be considered appropriate forms of knowing (Cohen, Manion & 

Morrison, 2018). Whatever the nature of reality is, that is, whether of the social phenomena being 

investigated is imposing itself on their consciousness from the outside or whether it is the product of 

their consciousness, I am most interested in exploring direct practical first-person experiences by 

those who critically reflect upon and share them with me, the practitioner-researcher. 

Given the combination of my teaching experience in higher education and my interest in 

critical and contemplative pedagogies, I had originally believed that this research would embody a 

more critical epistemology. The more I reviewed the existing literature, as stressed in section 4.1 of 

Chapter Four, the less I felt an affinity with a social justice, feminist or critical approach towards the 

integration of meditation into higher education pedagogy and curriculum. That being said, my stress is 

on humanistic studies: on education research with individuals not merely on individuals. It is marked 

by a concern to reveal the previously ignored or little drawn out experiences of students and to 

interrogate the ability of qualitative research to represent such human experiences (Denzin & Lincoln, 

2018; Mies, 1993).  

Additionally, in previous studies there has been little emphasis on the communication and 

interaction between the researcher and the participants outside of the meditation practice. What do 

researchers put in place in order to support the participants with the integration of their direct practical 

experiences as part of their methodological approach? Why are open critical reflective dialogues not 

seen as a fundamental? The direct practical experiences of meditation do not live in vacuums, 
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realisations, newfound knowledge or ‘awakenings’ (Adyashanti, 2010) can emerge unpredictably and 

much later than the real-time practice itself. I challenge previous research studies that have taken a 

methodological approach that presents as rigorous in measurement tools and data analysis methods, 

but that does not address the human needs for processing and therefore reflecting, sharing, listening 

and journaling after a potentially powerful, ineffable, insightful or disquieting experiences in 

meditation. I repeat, one cannot easily predict what might surface, even if this is a generally positive 

experience. Meditation is often labelled as an “intervention” in research studies because its 

incorporation has an intended impact, even if this impact is subject to broad variation or deviation 

from that which might be expected.  

I thus also challenge the power relationships that are manifested in the natural sciences. I later 

describe how I conducted my research in a way that allowed the greatest respect to the student-

participants. A non-hierarchical relationship between practitioner-researcher and student-participants 

has strong ethical implications (Denzin & Lincoln, 2018). This ethical epistemology challenges the 

objectivist stance of science and prioritises care, moral values and above all, basic human rights and 

dignities within research. Ultimately, despite some early interest in critical epistemologies, my 

interest is presently and more specifically in the blending of philosophical and practical concerns. In 

attempting to reconcile the bifurcation between philosophies of education and educational practices, I 

seek to explore what happens if alternative visions of higher education are tested (over and over 

again), in the real-world. I argue that individuals’ behaviours can only be understood by the 

researcher sharing their frame of reference in the real-world environment in which they interact and 

operate: ‘understanding of individual’s interpretations of the world around them has to come from the 

inside, not the outside.’ (Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2018, p. 17). Therefore, in this study, based on 

my interpretation of the duty of educational research, my epistemological stance can be characterised 

by the following three principles: interpretive, subjective and phenomenological.  

 

5.2.1 Interpretive  

Characterised by concerns for the individual and their perspectives upon experience, my 

epistemological stance is interpretive (Bryman, 2004; Gomm, 2004). Many researchers studying the 
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effects of meditation acknowledge the richness, complexity, and sometimes even indescribability of 

meditative experiences. Spira (2017) refers to the phenomenon of attempting to use language to 

describe the indescribable as the best one can do with these descriptions is to fail well, because other 

means of communicating for social beings are simply not available to us in a realistic sense: we 

communicate through language of all forms and guises, not only spoken and verbal. Perhaps language 

is not perfect in describing these first-person experiences, but it is generally the best tool available to 

us. However, some researchers have failed to develop their methodology to honour the breadth and 

depth of the types of meditative experiences they themselves acknowledge throughout their research 

processes. The linear nature of designing, conducting, analysing and drawing conclusion is one reason 

that their research findings have tended to reproduce narrow results. This is particularly true of the 

empirical evidence emerging from psychology studies, given that researchers in these cases adopt 

quantitative methods in overwhelming numbers (Baer, 2013), such as scales and short fixed 

questionnaires involving ‘the mutation of present-moment ‘being’ into outcome-oriented ‘doing’’, as 

critiqued by Hyland (2016, p. 108).  

Similarly, resorting to one or two conventional methods of data collection, typically short 

questionnaires or interviews or a combination of the two, seems to be another reason for this 

shortcoming. In contrast, the complexity of the area I am researching necessitates a cyclical procedure, 

whereby I study and re-study the voices I am exploring and thus interpret any given phenomena from 

as many perspectives as is feasible. Although it is difficult to achieve fullness of understanding of 

individual and personal subjective experiences of others, I believe that this is precisely what research 

means and where a researcher’s obligation lies. Thus, my research is underpinned by an interpretivist 

epistemology that views knowledge as personal, subjective and unique (Burrell & Morgan, 1979). 

Habermas’ (1979) cutting critique of positivism gives light to other forms of knowledge because my 

very position that ‘the objectivist model of knowing, teaching and learning’ (Palmer, 2014, p. 8) is 

one problem with the current state of higher education is another reason for my epistemological 

stance.  

As Habermas (1972) argues, positivism is insufficiently able to answer the questions on other 

forms of life and knowledge. In neglecting other forms of knowledge and knowing, including the 
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hermeneutic, aesthetic, critical, moral and creative more pertinently, it is insufficiently able to answer 

certain humanistic questions because it is reductionist, in simply reducing behaviours and actions to 

technicism and an objective science. I also echoed this view in Chapter Two when I critiqued the 

objectivist model of education and in Chapter Four when I critiqued mindfulness in educational 

contexts today. Secondly, I would add that interpretivism, would also suitably hold that meditative 

practices—as living inquiry—enlivened only by critical first-person experiences serve the purpose of 

embodying knowledge(s) itself (see Barnacle, 2009; see Dreyfus, 2000; see Maturana & Varela, 1980; 

see Francesconi & Tarozzi, 2012; see Varela, Thompson & Rosch, 1991), just as much of the 

literature in this thesis strongly asserts that knowledge and truth are met by each of us through 

embodiment and experientialism. In alignment with Habermas (1979) and Denzin and Lincoln (2018), 

I reject positivist epistemologies and take an interpretivist stance. I, as practitioner-researcher, have 

influenced the various cycles and stages of this research (Yow, 2006). The course content that I have 

created and the research questions I have posed are not value-free and nor are the decisions made in 

the justifications for my research design. These decisions have driven the data I am searching for: 

unhurried and highly personalised experiences from the student-participants on different aspects of 

the meditative practices within the course. 

  

5.2.2 Subjective  

I have also thus drawn upon subjectivism because it was particularly relevant to my understanding of 

“truth” and “objectivity”. To me, research in the educational context is value-laden. Following Denzin 

and Lincoln (2018) again, I reject the positivist view that measures a piece of research based on 

whether it is “objectivist science”. Instead I hold that the researcher influences all cycles and stages of 

the research. The selection of subject matter and determination of the research questions are not 

value-free. Nor are criteria governing the trustworthiness of a certain research method or other 

methodological considerations. For this reason, as reflected by the work of several researchers (see 

Miller & Crabtree, 1999), research in education is—and must be—conducted differently from that in 

the natural sciences. Otherwise, ‘abstraction, acts, practices, feelings and cognitions are totally lost to 

the benefit of the correlation of variables’ (Alvesson, 2003, p. 167). Therefore, I emphasise the value 
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commitment which is transparent in this study and the belief that I myself with my own prior 

experiences—particularly in meditation—would do the research differently from all others working 

on a similar piece of research.  

In this study, I have already questioned the ideas of “absolute” knowledge and “objective’” 

perception of social reality. I acknowledge the existence of some facts, such as nature of the human 

mind and its environment, which may exist independently of language (Searle, 1995). In alignment 

with this, it is fallacious to believe that objectivity is the product of precise and rigorous 

instrumentation (Sears, 1992). Given the complexity of the subject matter involved in my research, it 

is simply (at best) foolish to assume the quality of empirical data can be maximised if a researcher 

keeps a distance from the work and utilises data-generating tools as rationally as possible. In fact, 

Alvesson (2003), reminds us that social science researchers who hold a neutral position, who practice 

various rigid techniques of the interview and other methods, yet ignore the fundamentally social 

nature of those techniques, may indeed only be able to obtain a ‘shallow, convention-guided and not 

very honest account’ (p. 170). Therefore, when I was interacting and engaging with the student-

participants, it was crucial that I shifted my attention from reporting “truthful” data, or presenting 

“objective reality”, to creating warmth, safety and trust with them. This is not only for the success of 

the data generated, but also for the seriousness of ethics, particularly in the possible perilous nature of 

self-inquiry (far less so but also for mindfulness), as well as in my challenging of unequal power 

relationship between practitioner-researcher and those being researched.  

I am aware, however, that doing research which is value-laden could be criticised as being 

biased. In terms of data generation, there was a danger that my sharing of personal emotions and 

previous experiences might make my own personal orientation lead the student-participants. In terms 

of data interpretation, there was also a danger that intimacy might influence my ability to make sense 

of the student-participants’ experiences. The latter point, in Alvesson’s (2003) phrasing, may imply a 

risk of ‘taken-for granted assumptions’ (p. 183) and ‘blind spots’ (p. 183) as ‘one can be less able to 

liberate oneself from socially shared frameworks’ (p. 184). A more serious concern is that my 

experiential closeness to the student-participants means that to some extent the research is also about 

me as pedagogue and educational researcher. I admit that interpretation of the data is as much about 
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my efforts to understand my own work-life as it is about the student-participants’ efforts to 

understand their experiences. My research, therefore, may be criticised for its personal bias. My 

defence is that by emphasising the significance of multi-voicedness and (self-)reflexivity, I have 

attempted to create a certain distance to personal preferred ways of thinking and understanding. 

Thoroughness in organisation, depth and breadth in data generation as well as transparency and 

explicitness in reporting the research process are some of the ways in which I have sought to enhance 

my research trustworthiness. I return to discuss this in detail in section 7.2 of Chapter Seven.  

Although I acknowledge the significance of the practitioner-researcher being detached and 

objective from the student-participants so as not to bias the results, objectivity is illusory. Omitting 

the subjectivities of those who perceive and explain in social science research seems, as Roth (2006) 

highlights in the quotation at the start of this chapter, ‘unsatisfactory’ (p. 1793). In this type of 

research, and indeed any research I have undertaken to date, capturing student-participants’ voices as 

an outsider, that is, in a distanced and objective role as practitioner-researcher is not only not possible, 

but it simply would not yield contributions of substance. They would be diluted and distant 

contributions as a result. Not ever did I keep completely apart from, or remain uninvolved with, the 

student-participants whose experiences I was investigating.  

My personal experiences and knowledge, instead, intertwined and affected all stages of my 

research. I invited student-participants to speak with me whenever they felt they would benefit from it, 

in any means of their preference: face-to-face in private or with others, or via any other internet-

mediated means made available to them. I therefore question the practices that confidently 

dichotomise the subjective and objective role of the practitioner-researcher. My stance echoes Fine et 

al.’s (2001) criticism of those extreme practices, which either view the self of the researcher as a 

contaminant or over-emphasise the subjectivity of the researcher and consequently, silence the 

“subjects”. Following Fine et al. (2001, 2003), I prefer to dissolve the boundary between these two 

approaches. It is not an ‘either/or’ but a ‘both/and’ option. On the one hand, to fulfil my objectives I 

interacted frequently with the student-participants, through both face-to-face methods and internet-

mediated methods.  
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The multi-methods facilitated the creation of a richer picture of the student-participants’ 

experiences but also enabled a minimal intrusion into the day-to-day lives of the student-participants 

at university. In section 5.10 I also justify the role that the multi-methods for data generation played 

in helping student-participants make sense of their experiences and integrating any personal changes 

and/or newfound knowledge into their lives beyond the course. Finally, throughout this study, I 

retained the ability to contemplate and reflect critically. Based on my understanding of self-reflexivity 

as the constant turning of the individual towards to self, as both ‘the observing subject and the 

observing object’ (Pagis, 2009, p. 2). With this self-conscious awareness of the effects that I had on 

the entire research process, I endeavoured to increase faithfulness in the interpreting and reporting of 

my research findings.  

But more importantly, I argue that it is simply impossible to be entirely objective when the 

research is addressing human concerns. I remember well when I first began practising meditation as a 

daily practice and discipline and also remember being a similar aged university student. Sharing 

commonalities with the student-participant did not by itself mean that the research was less impartial; 

nor did the growing closeness with the student-participants as they told their personal narratives and 

experiences throughout their time on the 16-week course. In fact, my reflection on my own life- and 

work- experiences and on the student-participants’ experiences intertwined with one enlightening the 

other. Likewise, the relationship with the student-participants determined the quality of data generated. 

Thus, I argue that based on self-reflexivity, my emotional involvement in the study and my personal 

relationship with the student-participants contributed to more substantial research findings. With 

access to even the most sensitive parts of the students-participants’ experiences and personal 

narratives, instead of generating narrow reproductions and stereotypes, this study offers rich data. 

This data was augmented by personal involvement, and through self-reflexivity, it was safeguarded 

from the occurrence of personal bias and presuppositions.  

 

5.2.3 Phenomenological  

While this study is not entirely phenomenological, the student-participants’ experiences have been 

given centre-stage at all phases and cycles: in the ethical considerations, in the research design, in the 
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ongoing course developments, in the methods adopted for data generation and data analysis and 

finally, in the reporting and discussion of the findings. This study is as concerned with the student-

participants’ lived experiences of meditation as much as it is with the development of my own 

reflexive practice, because the former informs the latter. As English and English (1958) clarify, 

phenomenology advocates the study of direct experience taken otherwise at face value. That is, 

phenomenology sees human behaviour as determined by the phenomena of experience rather than by 

a priori, objective and materially described reality. In direct contrast to naturalism and materialism, 

‘phenomenology turns directly to the evidence of lived experience—of first-person subjective life—in 

order to provide descriptions of experiencing and of objects as experienced, rather than causal 

explanations.’ (Behnke, n.d.). Thus, phenomenology invites a paying attention to the phenomenon 

being studied. 

The transcendental phenomenology of Edmund Husserl—the founder of phenomenology—

was concerned with investigating the source of the foundation of science with questioning the 

common-sense, ‘taken for granted’ assumptions of everyday life (see Burrell & Morgan, 1979). One 

of the underlying ideas of phenomenology is that a preoccupation with theoretical issues such as 

materialism, dualism and functionalism ‘tends to degenerate into highly technical and abstract 

discussions that lose touch with the real subject matter: experience’ (Gallagher & Zahavi, 2012, p. 6). 

Husserl’s maxim for phenomenology was ‘back to the things themselves!’ (Husserl 1950, p. 6). 

Phenomenology should base its considerations on the way things are experienced rather than various 

peripheral concerns which might simply obscure and distort what is to be understood. This means that 

paying attention to what student-participants report to experience throughout and by the end of the 

course is a priority. One important concern of the philosophy of mind and cognitive science should be 

to provide a phenomenologically sensitive account of the various structures of experience. In sum, 

phenomenologists begin their inquiry with a study of experience. 

Understood then as a philosophical approach originating in the early years of the twentieth 

century, phenomenology includes a somewhat diverse set of approaches and contrasting perspectives 

among its advocates and scholars. Considering the commonalities of all approaches and perspectives, 

the following five distinguishing features of phenomenology are generally agreed upon as significant 
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(see Curtis, 1978; see Hammersley, 2013, see Marshall & Rossman, 2016). These are summarised 

here as:  

1. subject experience;  

2. recording and describing immediate experiences;  

3. understanding how and why a participant’s knowledge of a situation comes to be what it is;  

4. the social and cultural situatedness of actions and interactions combined with participants’ 

interpretations of a situation;  

5. human consciousness as active; and finally, certain essential structures to human 

consciousness exist from which we gain direct knowledge by various forms of reflection.  

 

When studying the lived experiences of meditators, phenomenology plays a large role. 

Complex psychological and philosophical discussions began at the close of the nineteenth century 

about the nature of consciousness (see James, 1950; see Husserl, 1950), the structure of mental states 

(see Brentano, 1973; see Husserl, 1950), as well as discussions about the methodology needed for a 

proper study of the mind, with some scholars influenced by others and indeed each other. Then in the 

twentieth century, these thinkers and their particular philosophical approaches start to move apart and 

eventually Husserl developed an approach to consciousness which he called phenomenology. 

Discussions about the nature of consciousness have not since stopped, and consciousness continues to 

gain scholarly interest across academic disciplines and research fields.  

Bernstein (1974) in particular critiqued phenomenology in suggesting that subjective reports 

may be incomplete and misleading. Indeed, subjective self-reported methods are widely used in 

process-focused or phenomenology-focused research studies on meditative experiences (see Baer et 

al., 2006). Although many critiqued the limitations of subjective self-reported methods in research on 

meditation (see Davidson & Kaszniak, 2015; see Shapiro, Brown & Astin, 2011), they are arguably 

more significant. Conducting research on meditation with individuals and their experiences teaches 

substantially about what meditation can offer individuals into their daily lives. What is the problem 

with relying on the significance of one’s own experience? Meditation is experienced and the 

experience provides individuals with varying personal insights and knowledge about themselves in 
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relation to others and the world around them. This is motivation enough for initial research into 

meditation and education. One consciousness-related concepts are central to phenomenology is 

embodiment, I touched upon embodiment in Chapter One when I told of my own inner learning and 

knowing through the body. I also discussed the Husserlian notion of embodiment in Chapter Four 

when I emphasised its vital role in learning and knowing in higher education.  

Having applied a basic understanding of Husserlian epistemology to this study, instead of 

attempting to provide a causal or mechanistic explanation of the student-participants’ experiences, I 

began with descriptions of what the student-participants’ experiences were like, what the difference is 

between the specific experiences they share and other experiences, and how that experience is 

structured so that it provides a meaningful experience of the world. I do not doubt that causal and 

mechanistic explanations of meditative experiences contribute, they were simply not of interest to me 

because they were not part of the student-participants’ experiences. Staying with experience, then, this 

study is therefore partly taking a first-person approach: concerned with understanding the experience 

in terms of the learning, knowing and meaning it has for the student-participants (Gallagher & Zahavi, 

2012).  

To reiterate, this study is not entirely a phenomenological first-person approach for two 

reasons. First because much of the final data generated and analysed is based on critical reflections, 

many of which occur some time after students experienced the meditative practices in the course. 

Second because parts of the analysis and discussion included my own experiences as practitioner-

researcher, which also shaped the research processes, course at the heart of this study, and ultimately 

the presentation of the findings. I however do emphasise the role of the body in learning and knowing, 

and throughout the course, I created space for first-person experiences to flourish through critical 

reflection, silence, deep listening, trusting the body for what it can teach the student-participants, and 

of course, a regular meditation practice.  

 

5.3 Research aims—An exploration of effects on students, high-impact teaching practices and 

meditative experiences  
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The first aim was to investigate some of the effects (critical reflections on personal change) and the 

experiences (inner learning processes and critical reflections on them) on the integration of meditation 

for integral development of students on the course. This aim is not original. As detailed in Chapter 

Four, there have been a number of studies that have already investigated the effects of meditation on 

the integral development of students. However, the research design of those studies differ greatly, 

with the majority being positivistic and using scales and other measures to report the findings. I have 

taken my inspiration from Shapiro, Brown and Astin (2011): 

 

‘Unquestionably, the major domains of inquiry reviewed here—cognitive performance, mental health, 

and whole person variables—deserve further investigation. Within these domains, there is room for 

deeper, more rigorous investigation of the phenomena currently under study (e.g., attention, 

information processing, course grades, affect regulation, empathy). There is also room for study of 

other, related phenomena that will help educators to understand better the breadth of the impact of 

meditative practices upon student experience and behaviour.’ (p. 518).  

 

Thus, this study aimed to firstly flesh out some of the current specific effects on integral development 

(refer back to Figure 4.3 of Chapter Four to review the list of specific effects). I posited that many 

of these effects were likely to be discussed by the student-participants, with the exception of the 

altogether too complex supporting the flourishing of creativity, a specific effect that would require an 

entire study in its own right. It is important to recall that effects on the integral development of 

university students have been established from studies that integrate transcendental meditation (a 

samatha meditative practice), zazen meditation (both a samatha and a vipassana meditative practice), 

and mindfulness meditation (usually simply a vipassana meditative practice), with the vast majority 

on mindfulness meditation. Table 5.3 outlines the research aims and how they correlate to the 

research questions that are discussed in section 5.4.  

The first aim was to flesh out, broadening and deepening the previous specific effects in 

studies on integral development of students. With a methodological approach that honours the 

richness of student-participants’ direct practical experiences, an exploration for the purposes of 

broader scope of effects on the integral development of students in addition to those specified in 

Figure 4.3 of Chapter Four. Additionally, establishing whether there were more effects on integral 
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development that have yet to be broadened and deepened. This was rather ambitious since there are 

already broadly eight effects that have also been investigated in various other contexts.  

 

 Research aim Research question 

A
n 

ex
pl

or
at

io
n 

fo
r 

. .
 . 

fleshing out, broadening and deepening the previous effects in studies on integral 

development of students 
One 

developing an understanding of the meditative experiences of a combination of 

meditative practices and a new meditative practice 
Two 

high-impact practices for supporting the integration of meditation into higher 

education pedagogy and curriculum 
Three 

 

Table 5.3 The three research aims of this study 

 

Another aim was to explore best teaching practices for integrating meditation into higher 

education pedagogy and curriculum. One question that has been raised on high-impact practices in 

higher education is: ‘how and where should meditation be best taught in such settings?’ (Shapiro, 

Brown & Astin, 2011, p. 519). Given the vastness and complexity of meditative practices, which I 

discussed in Chapter Three, there still remains much for pedagogues to learn in their teaching 

practice. Contemplative education in higher education, which incorporates meditation and other 

contemplatives into teaching and supporting learning in higher education practices, is still nascent. 

Hence, there is much to explore at a practical level as a critically self-reflexive practitioner.  

Furthermore, personal practice coupled with teaching experience in contemplative education 

or contemplative pedagogies may also facilitate a process of mirroring that takes in educational and 

other social contexts in which the engagement with taught content, mental focus, and presence-

centred awareness of the teacher can help to stimulate those states in students (Goleman, 2006). These 

pose interesting future avenues for exploration in studies of a similar nature that focus on the role of 

the pedagogue in teaching and supporting learning through various pedagogies that integrate 

meditation and other contemplative practices.  
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Finally, another aim was to explore the meditative experiences of a combination of meditative 

practices as well as a new meditative practice. The course combines the integration of two meditative 

practices: mindfulness of breathing meditation and self-inquiry meditation, the latter currently under-

researched. As discussed previously in Chapter Four and earlier in this section, I had located 

research studies on a number of meditation types in various contexts and fields, but in the field of 

education, on three types only. Either way, many of the studies do not provide rich descriptions of the 

meditative practices themselves and are subject to being labelled imprecisely—Mindfulness-based 

Interventions (MBIs) in particular can be vague in description (Davidson & Kaszniak, 2015)—and as 

such the findings on the impact of the specific meditation type on student-participants can be clouded. 

This study provides a comprehensive overview of the course and the meditation practices in Chapter 

Six. The incorporation of the main meditation practice, self-inquiry, is especially unusual—but well-

placed in higher education as a form of inquiry—for research into meditation. Exploring the impact of 

self-inquiry meditation on student-participants is at this moment in time still novel.  

Another issue raised by Walsh and Shapiro (2006) is that often studies are researching those 

new to meditation when studies that research long-term or habitual meditators have often provided 

more interesting and unique findings. It is also a consideration of mine that although the student-

participants are almost entirely new to meditation (refer to section 6.4 of Chapter Six for further 

details), the main meditation type—self-inquiry—by being rooted in critical first-person reflection it 

is more visceral in its moving towards disidentification. As I explicate further, it therefore provides 

richer grounds for exploring more interesting and unique findings than previous studies with those 

new to meditation. These meditation practices and the entire course is discussed and justified in far 

greater depth in Chapter Six. 

 

5.4 Research questions 

As Alvesson and Sandberg (2013) point out, research questions address the direction of a study and 

what the study itself concerns. They take the study in a tractable direction and shape its end goal 

(Agee, 2009) by essentially taming the curiosity of the researcher (White, 2013, p. 213). My research 

questions were limited to three. As Simons (2011) emphasises, qualitative research questions tend 
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towards exploration and openness. My research questions are exploratory in nature (Agee, 2009). 

This study was designed as such to attempt to capture the possibly subtle, possibly complex first-

person experiences of students on the course. The three research questions and their three area of 

inquiry are listed in Table 5.4: 

 

 Research questions Areas of inquiry 

1 What are the changes that students have noticed in themselves by the end of the 

course? 

Personal change and/or 

newfound knowledge 

2 Which direct practical experiences of meditation do students report as having 

had the most positive effects on them throughout and by the end of the course? 

And which have had the most negative effects? 

Direct practical 

experiences 

3 How differently do students feel they can deal with their future intrapersonal 

and interpersonal relationships by the end of the course? 
Intentions on integration 

 

Table 5.4 The three research questions and their corresponding areas of inquiry  

 

Research question one investigates student-participants’ descriptions of personal change and/or 

newfound knowledge by asking student-participants to reflect on themselves. This question is geared 

towards fleshing out what has already been established from the previous studies summarised in 

Chapter Four. The methodological approach, which is highly personalised and in which critical 

reflection as an on-going practice and final practice features heavily, is an attempt to reinforce and 

also broaden and deepen what has been studied previously.  

Research question two investigates student-participants’ elaborations on their direct practical 

experiences with the meditative practices throughout and by the end of the course. As previously 

discussed in section 5.1 of this chapter, my positionality was crucial and I was concerned that my 

own personal experiences as a meditator would bias my interpretation of the student experiences on 

the course. I am aware of the importance of having a genuine curiosity in my research (Gorard, 2013) 

and the second research question reflects that. Inviting students to share all forms of constructive 

responses—both positive and negative—sustained my interest in exploring productive ways to 

integrate meditation and other contemplative practices into higher education pedagogy and curriculum 
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in my future university teaching and research. What is this all for ultimately if not mostly for them? 

Alongside attempts made to understand what could be considered best practice, that is, which 

meditative practices and/or elements of the course content did students consider having the most 

positive effects for them, negative effects were also of great interest to me. Having borne in mind the 

critique of practitioner-researcher positionality and the tendency it poses to self-promote the findings 

of one’s own courses (Herr & Anderson, 2015), in order to explore best teaching practices as a 

reflective practitioner (Schön, 1983) and not bias the reporting of the research findings from the 

voices of the student-participants, I invite all responses on first-person experiences of all kinds.  

Research question three investigates student-participants’ attitudes towards intentions on 

integration. One notable limitation in the body of research to date on the integration of meditation into 

higher education is the lack of longitudinal studies and the lack of studies on integration of inner 

learning and knowing into daily life. Sustaining resolve (Zajonc, 2008) is a significant challenge for 

those who have gained practical experiences with meditative practices. Indeed, even fewer studies 

research long-term habitual meditators despite the fact that experienced meditators often provide 

wider-reaching, more complex and unique responses of their experiences (Walsh & Shapiro, 2006) 

and that the quality of data differs greatly if the group studied are experienced or long-term meditators 

(Davidson & Kaszniak, 2015).  

Although, many studies have reported positive effects and experiences, there have been much 

fewer reporting lasting effects and on-going integration of meditation into daily life because it is 

challenging for both new meditators to sustain and for researchers to follow-up. While this research 

question—and indeed also the research design and research methods—cannot shed light on the 

longer-term effects of meditation on personal change in university students, it is geared towards 

investigating student intentions towards future practice. Ideally, a follow-up study or a large-scale 

longitudinal study would offer more to the academic debate on the integration of meditation into 

higher education pedagogy and curriculum. Although not within the scope of this study, for the time 

being establishing intentions towards future life experiences and practice is sufficient for a 

preliminary investigation. 
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5.5 The ethics of this research  

I have deliberately dedicated significant attention to research ethics within this chapter because ethics 

has entirely dominated the research design and chosen data collection methods. True to the nature of 

qualitative educational research that investigates personal experiences of student-participants, this 

research is highly flexible, subjective and sensitive. In terms of subject matter, any course that 

integrates meditation must be handled with care. Being aware of the hidden perils of introducing 

student-participants to the practice of meditation—I have had many disturbing experiences during 

meditation myself over the years—means that I could not run this course, let alone investigate its 

reception and the students enrolled onto it, without planning for the most conducive and supportive 

experience for the student-participants. I have provided a detailed articulation of ethics in terms of 

three main areas: ethics for a mutually-enriching research design, general educational research ethics, 

and ethics for care, sensitivity and safety of student-participants, which are necessary for all research 

studies that integrate meditative practices and that deal with the intimate questioning of self.  

 

5.5.1 Ethics-led for a mutually-enriching research design 

Two ways of making-sense of meditative practices are writing about the experience and talking about 

the experience, both are dependent upon critical reflection and exploration. Some have made the case 

for writing as a meditative practice (Cameron, 1992; Manjusvara, 2005; Schneider, 2013), writing as 

an integral part of the spiritual life (Vecchione, 2001), writing as part of the self-inquiry process (see 

www.thework.com/en) as a means of facilitating critical reflection for integrating learning 

experiences (Ibarreta & McLeod, 2004; Riley-Doucet & Wilson, 1997). The same can be said for 

exploratory talk, ‘active listening’, and sharing in intimate groups (Ayers, 2004; Schneider & Keegan, 

2014; Siegel, 2010; Thompson, 2017). In the context of reflection and experiential learning—in both 

higher education and practice—a written reflective account derives its value from articulation, or 

converting the experience into language, to crystallise thoughts and feelings (Walker, 1985). Similar 

to the meditative experience, allowing distance and objectivity provides insights not recognised 

during the experience (McGill & Beaty, 2001). The modes of learning on the course in addition to the 

meditative practices largely involve critically reflecting/writing and actively talking/sharing/listening. 
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This is not accidental. Nor is it because these practices resemble traditional modes of classroom 

learning in higher education. It is because all of these practices involve the necessary time and space 

for making sense of the meditative experiences the student-participants have. The self unfolds—just 

as the many layers of an onion are peeled back—from the beginnings of a meditative journey (see 

Metzner, 1986), and writing and talking support individuals in this process. The inclusion of extensive 

opportunities for exploratory talk, writing and critical reflection is an ethical decision. It is intended to 

support student-participants in sense-making, processing and integration. One of the reasons for my 

critiques of modern applications of meditation (for example, APPs, light-touch courses with 

inexperienced teachers) is that they fail to go beyond the imparting of techniques when practising the 

technique, while important to be consistent with practice, is just the opening. While some online 

courses can offer exploratory talk as part of an online platform, there must be a range of available 

opportunities to support this gradual unfolding if the teaching is to place ethics above implementation.  

The term satsang introduced in the previous chapter (meaning ‘company of truth’ in Sanskrit; 

see Krishnamurti & Needleman, 1971) is similar to notions of exploratory talk (see Mercer, 1993) and 

in some ways also the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) of influential educational psychologist 

Lev Vygotsky (see Vygotsky, 1978). Satsang resembles a group discussion in an inviting classroom. 

It literally involves an open-group, unstructured post-practice discussion. The premise: if the student 

is able to formulate the question, they almost remember/know the answer. The asking of the question 

occurs because the answer is just slightly out of reach of students’ current working knowledge and 

experience. It is teacher—distinguishable only because they are more experienced in that particular 

domain and for no other reason that might place the student as subordinate—that takes the student 

further in their response to the question asked. Without this type of regular occurrence in teacher-

student interactions, the student can be left without strong foundations for a developing practice, with 

little ability to continue to critically self-reflect, without the tools to be able to make sense of the 

experiences they have had, and even despondent, frustrated, or troubled by the overall experiences of 

meditation. Eventually, the student will no longer need to ask questions to the teacher and may even 

be asked similar questions they are now able to address with confidence by novice or less experienced 

practitioners. Hence, the ethics of supporting student-participants in meditative practices throughout 
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the course dominated the chosen research design and methods of data generation. Not the other way 

around. 

 

5.5.2 Ethics for general educational research 

Students (of all ages) as research-participants are especially vulnerable, given the potential unequal 

distribution of power between the practitioner-researcher and the student-participants. Hence 

‘entering into any kind of investigation involving other people is necessarily a complex and sensitive 

undertaking’ (Robson, 2009, p. 30). Given that my work and research context have a UK affiliation it 

is only appropriate that I refer to the importance of the ethical guidelines for educational research 

produced by the British Educational Research Association (BERA, 2018 for the fourth edition). 

Emphasising elements of BERA’s guidance, Plowright (2011) highlights the six most significant 

considerations for the participants involved in education research: 

1. Informed consent; 

2. Right of refusal to take part, without penalty; 

3. Right to withdraw without penalty; 

4. Confidentiality and anonymity; 

5. Deception; and 

6. Security and safety to prevent any emotional or physical harm. 

The measures I had in place for dealing with Plowright’s (2011) six main considerations were 

explicitly detailed in the “research ethics approval checklist”, which was submitted to the research 

ethics committee for approval prior to beginning the research. Additionally, these considerations were 

explicitly detailed to students in the “participant consent form” and “participant information sheet”, 

the latter document given to the student-participants and also reiterated verbally at the start of the 

course. These documents can be reviewed alongside research ethics approval in Appendix 2). As 

research ethics co-officer, I am responsible for approving research ethics paperwork (excluding my 

own) for the 100-plus practitioner-researchers in my department. I was thus especially familiar with 

the areas of caution as well as the appropriate procedures for applying for research ethics clearance. I 

was also extremely cautious given the sensitive nature of introducing practices, techniques and tools 
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for personal change into the classroom given my extensive on-going training as research ethics co-

officer.  

Despite the fact that treating student-participants with personal and interpersonal reciprocity 

and equality through the action research process was important to me, there still exists potential 

ethical pitfalls that a number of researchers have pointed out (Denscombe, 2014; Gibbs et al., 2016; 

Locke et al., 2013). More specific to action research design, Kemmis and McTaggart (1992) have 

formulated a set of ethical principles for action researchers, given the particularly intimate 

relationship and likely personalised student-participant responses from the data generated. One of the 

principles, echoed by Nolen and Vander Putten (2007), that was relevant to this research design and 

adhered to was in accepting responsibility for maintaining confidentiality.   

 

5.5.3 Ethics for care of and sensitivity towards student-participants  

Beyond ensuring Plowright’s (2011) six considerations (both verbally in the welcome meeting and in 

written form) throughout the process of conducting this research, I continually observed consideration 

six. This is because I was aware of the nature of the research as highly sensitive. Sensitive educational 

research is that ‘which potentially poses a threat to those who are involved or have been involved in 

it’ (Lee, 1993) or is viewed by those who are being researched as ‘somehow undesirable’ (2007, p. 

119). Lee (1993) goes on to outline that this sensitivity can be derived from many sources, of which 

the following two are of serious concern to me: 

1. The possibility that the student participants feel ‘intrusion into private spheres and deep 

personal experiences’ (Lee & Renzetti, 1993);  

2. The possibility that they fear scrutiny or exposure for any previous life experiences or events 

they disclose in the process of the data collection (Payne et al., 1980); and  

3. The possibility that the contents are too emotionally charged and in some cases taboo 

(Farberow, 1963; Lee, 1993). 

 

I addressed the first point in two ways: I consistently modelled at least one example from my 

own lived experience before asking student-participants to discuss a particular subject or critically 
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reflect upon a meditative experience. This enables student-participants to see how it demonstrated two 

important requisites: I have only ever taught meditative practices that I have extensive experience 

practising myself, and I invited openness and intimacy in a safe environment consistently by 

providing it first. Also, importantly, I never compelled students to share personal experiences in the 

open classroom setting. As an experienced classroom pedagogue, I am comfortable with spontaneity 

and managing classroom tasks and discussions that might fall flat. Furthermore, from course cycle 3 

onwards I prepared some additional worksheets with third-person case studies should the class remain 

silent in open-class discussions that involve active sharing/listening to personal narratives.  

I addressed the second point by again inviting openness and a private environment outside the 

classroom to talk should they wish to. There is a risk that students may re-live the emotional intensity 

and distress of a previous life experience. Self-inquiry practices encourage questioning of (usually un-

peaceful or troublesome) real-life experiences by revisiting and deconstructing them. This is one of 

the reasons for coupling mindfulness of breathing with self-inquiry, as self-inquiry can be especially 

threatening. At worst, it can be extremely traumatising for students. For example, students who revisit 

a serious conflict with a family member or an incident of physical and/or emotional abuse are at 

particular risk. I reminded students in the video lectures in each part of the course to only attempt the 

self-inquiry meditative practices if they feel ready to examine a past experience and if not, to select a 

past experience that is far less likely to be distressing. I also continually invited student-participants 

that they were welcome to discuss any issues or concerns they have with me personally in private.  

I addressed the third point differently in the following way: with the teacher-student 

relationship being as it is, discussions on sexuality or other sensitive contents relating to personal 

identity are potentially uncomfortable. I have worked with student society Diversity and provided 

workshops and talks dealing with gender and sexuality conflicts with loving-kindness, self-inquiry and 

how to live as a peaceful agent of social change. I am by now known to our students in this capacity 

on our small campus, and also known for the same types of teaching on the preliminary year 

international Communications (IC) programme. My experience in this area has enabled me to handle 

more taboo topics with care, and again, invite open exploratory talk. In addition to the above ethical 

measures, there was also the strong possibility that the contributions generated by student-participants 
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were of an extremely personal nature. Thus, there were a number of measures to take with particular 

regard to ensuring that student-participants feel safe with me the practitioner-researcher (and 

themselves); that student-participants feel safe with other student-participants; and finally, that 

student-participants know that they can seek further confidential support if needed.  

 

5.5.4 Ethics for contemplative educational approaches  

I refer to and highlight Burack’s (2014) ‘safety measures’ as a pertinent contribution to my ethical 

considerations. These are detailed in Responding to the Challenges of a Contemplative Curriculum, 

which largely recounts his expertise and knowledge through several years of integrating meditation 

and other contemplative practices into psychology university courses. He reminds us:  

 

‘Contemplative practices are powerful: they can create significant transformations—for good and for ill. 

It is of utmost importance that they be thoughtfully, sensitively, and skilfully introduced and that the 

safety and well-being of students be of paramount concern.’ (p. 43).  

 

In particular, Burack (2014) asks pedagogues to consider some safety measures when bringing 

meditation and other contemplative practices into the university classroom. These include: 

1. Reminding students to stop the practice if they begin to feel agitated and let the teacher know;  

2. Limiting the frequency, length and type of contemplative practice and balancing the practices 

with other pedagogical practices during classroom time;  

3. Encouraging students not to choose a very difficult or upsetting experience to work with—

only one that they feel prepared to work with; 

4. Making students aware that everyone’s experiences will differ greatly and much of the 

practices are explorations, which resonate personally for the practitioner;  

5. Creating ground rules for sharing that include: assuring confidentiality and dignity towards all 

who share their experiences, giving feedback to those who share only if requested of them 

and trying to be sensitive, supportive, and constructive when invited to give feedback.  
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During the process of the designing and running the course, these ‘safety measures’ were 

revisited continually to ensure high-impact practice and sensitivity towards the student-participants. 

Much of this, as Burack (2014) reminds us, is dependent on the experience of the pedagogue. 

Notwithstanding the fact that the degree of experience, knowledge, commitment and skills needed for 

pedagogues who lead meditation and other contemplative practices are subject to debate, Burack 

(2014) recommends that pedagogues have at least two years experiences as habitual meditators before 

leading classroom meditations. Additionally, pedagogues are recommended to: 

1. lead practices only when they are understood and valued to ensure effectiveness;  

2. genuinely value the contemplative growth and integral transformation of their students; and  

3. become as knowledgeable as possible about meditation, the psychological difficulties that can 

arise in meditative settings, and the various means of addressing these difficulties. 

To conclude, Burack’s (2014) ‘safety measures’ and recommendations for pedagogues were 

continually revisited as the embodied self-reflexivity (Pagis, 2009) that is required for the three key 

educational researcher roles in a study of this nature. That is, first, for social science researchers (Burr, 

1995; Chiseri-Strater, 1996; Kobayashi, 2009; Pillow, 2010), second, for pedagogues who integrate 

meditation and other contemplative practices into higher education pedagogy and curriculum 

(Barbezat & Bush, 2014; Berila, 2014; Burack, 2014; Zajonc, 2013) and, finally, for action 

researchers (Carr & Kemmis, 1986; Denscombe, 2014; Kemmis & McTaggart, 1992; Locke et al., 

2013).  

 

5.6 My positionality and relationship in this research 

Given that ‘positionality is […] determined by where one stands in relation to ‘the other’’ (Merriam et 

al., 2001, p. 411), it is reasonable to expect that the researcher’s beliefs, political stance, social and 

cultural background are important variables that may affect the research process. Just as the 

participants’ experiences are framed within social-cultural contexts, so too are those of the researcher. 

This act of examining the research process in the context of my positionality is reflexive in that it 

involves a self-scrutiny; a self-conscious awareness of the relationship between the teacher-researcher 

as “the self” and student-participant as “the other” (Chiseri-Stater, 1996; Pillow, 2003). Qualitative 
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educational research represents a shared space for teacher-researchers and student-participants (see 

England, 1994). Thus, the identities of both have the potential to impact the research process. 

Identities come into play via our perceptions, not only of others, but of the ways in which we expect 

others will observe us. Our own biases shape the research process, serving as boundaries as the 

research progresses. Through identification of my biases, I gain insights into how I can approach the 

research process and engage with the student-participants. My own biases could easily influence the 

participants, their responses, and my own observations and interpretations for example.  

All that I carry with me shapes the knowledge I discovered and uncovered. This has affected 

my ability for accessing and processing the incoming information (Ladson-Billings, 2000). Just as I 

felt I could not have written Chapter One without having discussed how my past has shaped my 

epistemological stance and my interest in exploring direct first-person experiences, the role of the 

body as teacher and the importance of critical reflection with meditation, educational research is 

inevitably shaped by the past experiences and personal interests of the practitioner-research. I reached 

an awareness that the attempt to entirely separate myself from my research would have ended in vain. 

I recognised that education research is shaped by the values, interests and socio-cultural backgrounds 

of the practitioner-researcher. Thus, I chose to reveal how my personal experiences influenced my 

educational research. This has ranged from the interpretation of educational research to my 

epistemological stance, the adoption of qualitative research, the formulation of my research questions 

and the application of my chosen research methods.  

And so, was I an insider or an outsider? Who am I in this educational context? As the 

educational research was conducted, I was an insider with all of the participants. Although I was a 

teacher and they were students, we shared a common bond; one of a yearning to explore our uttermost 

inner lives. In this sense, my positionality was as an insider as both practitioner and researcher in this 

study (see Anderson, Herr & Nihlen, 2007; Coghlan & Brannick, 2001; Coghlan & Casey, 2001; 

Robinson & Kaun Lei, 2005). I tried to comprehend the living experiences of the student-participants 

and found myself only able to do so by drawing on the capacity that my prior experiences, training, 

skills, judgment and temperament as an experienced pedagogue and meditator had given me. The 

insider relationship is to be identified. But I was also an outsider—in a relative position of 
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authority/power in the educational context—and so I continued to consciously reduce my influence on 

the living experiences of the student-participants on the course as much as I could by observing from 

the outside of the circle without attempting to alter or shape their student-participants’. I take no 

ownership of or credit for the experiences of the student-participants. The outsider relationship is to 

be disidentified. It is to allow the student-participants the time, breathing space and dignity to take 

ownership of and credit for their own insights. One way of operationalising this is to consistently 

remind that there is no such right/wrong/better/worse experience when it comes to the making-sense 

of the meditative practices. Only potential consequences of personal significance to each of us. We 

get what we need in the very moment from the experiences of meditation. The answers to our own 

questions are within us already for uncovering and discovering.  

Finally, Holliday (2005) argues that researchers should consider questions of a “who I am?” 

nature that get to the heart of our ideological preoccupations as pedagogues, in that we are, in one way 

or another, active participants in the areas we are researching. The failure to reflect on these questions, 

according to Holliday (2005), is at the root of the essentialist discourses of the non-native English 

speaking ‘others’; for example, ‘the international student’ (Chinese and other) within the British but 

internationalised higher education system. Being mindful of the context in my research is critical for 

avoiding further marginalisation of the student-participants (hooks, 1990). Therefore, I acknowledge 

that my critical role as practitioner-researcher played both an essential and non-essential part in any 

effort to meet my research aims to present, discuss and analyse the living experiences of the student-

participants’ in their own untampered-with voices.  

 

5.7 The cultural context  

Although my interest was not specifically on an exploration of the unique educational-

internationalised-cultural context, there has been little research in mainland China, and so this study 

offers a new cultural context for which research on meditation in higher education is undertaken. This 

may encourage pedagogues and researchers to (re)consider the degree of universality and 

transferability of meditation for integral development within the currently drastically under-

researched cultural context of mainland China. To date, I have located only one longitudinal study on 
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the integration of meditation in higher education in mainland China with Chinese medical students 

(see Xu et al., 2016), and one other in the more politically liberal context of close proximity, Taiwan 

(see Lin et al., 2007).  

The dearth of studies based in mainland China is significant for two reasons. First, meditation 

undoubtedly has religious connotations given its origins. China is home to a number of spiritual, 

religious and philosophical traditions: Taoism was born here circa fourth century BCE and its cultural 

legacy permeates people’s daily life even to this day (Oldstone-Moore, 2005). Buddhism was brought 

there and evolved into the widespread Chán Buddhism (禅 in Chinese Mandarin), and later Zen 

Buddhism in Japan (Eckel, 2005). Confucianism is still respected in modern China and widely cited 

in educational settings especially (Oldstone-Moore, 2005). Other religions, including Islam, have 

communities among the Uyghur ethnic minority population of Xinjiang province. Nonetheless, 

modern Chinese society is not (openly) religiously pluralistic. Modern China, although far more open 

than in previous times in its relatively recent history, is still a one-party rule communist country. As 

such, philosophical, religious and spiritual traditions are dealt with and practised with some caution 

and associations of meditation and China must remain as secular and non-dogmatic as possible to 

avoid potential restriction at an institutional level. In section 4.2 of Chapter Four I discussed how 

well-supported my near-daily drop-in meditation sessions and weekly yoga classes are on our campus, 

so in my experience, there has been a strong tendency towards openness if the practices are described 

in a neutral manner and are clearly focused on the integral development of students. 

Moreover, the universality of meditative practices means that a cultural context should not in 

theory expose much difference from one cultural context. Throughout my time teaching meditation 

and yoga on our China campus, many colleagues have emphasised that I must seriously consider the 

cultural context in which we operate for the purposes my research. Some have even argued that they 

suspect east Asian students will adopt a meditative practice more easily because they are taught to be 

more intuitive than critical. Based on my own meditative practice and experiences, I find both notions 

difficult to accept in that they make unsupported stereotypical assumptions about an enormous group 

of people. To begin with, China as a country is incredibly diverse and home to 51 ethnic minorities 
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and one ethnic majority, Han (汉 in Chinese Mandarin), making up more than 90% of its current 

population (United Nations Data, 2017). Regardless, generalisations about individuals with regards to 

how their ways of thinking correlate to their race or ethnicity are simply not especially relevant. Much 

of the course content intimates the need to gain insight through the practice beyond such limiting self-

frameworks. I am also concerned about deploying an east versus west false dichotomy, and thus, like 

other commentators on higher education (see Adamson, 2012), I challenge an east-west dichotomy.  

Indeed, meditation, is a continued self-reflexive practice of loosening up from or even un-

doing the limitations of mind. I would even stress that through my own living practice and real-world 

teaching, the deeper I explore the less I am able to distinguish deeply between and demarcate cultures. 

Cultural distinctions exist, undoubtedly, but with an over-arching focus on integral development, they 

are diluted somewhat. In individuals, I do see unique qualities that comprise of individual authenticity 

and integrity and an incredible array of distinct life experiences that shape them. Upon deeper 

examination, however, there are often few new thoughts attached to these individuals’ observations 

and experiences in life. If one is asked now to recall a repetitive stressful thought they have, for 

instance, “he/she has hurt me”, it is likely that one should encounter someone who has also had that or 

a similar thought at one point or another in their life. Different people, similar thoughts. Meditation 

and contemplative practices do not discriminate or exclude any one individual should they so choose 

to explore.  

We can all be humbled by an embodied practice that honours time and space. Despite all this, 

given that I have undertaken this research as a means of investigating students’ experiences, I could 

not simply ignore the obvious cultural context in which close to 90% of our students are from 

mainland China, with a similar percentage of Chinese student-participants on the course across all the 

three course cycles. If my aim was to explore best teaching practices on the integration of meditation 

in higher education for integral development, they must be inclusive, universal, transferrable, and 

culturally-responsive (see Tisdell, 2006). The cultural context cannot be ignored in internationalised 

education contexts if student experiences are of import (see Haigh, 2014), however, it is not a 

significant factor that affects how I chose to analyse, present and discuss the research findings in 
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Chapter Seven and Chapter Eight. I have examined the data generated in different ways and where 

trends and commonalities have occurred, as well as stark differences, I have considered other notable 

factors, such as years of study and in some cases race and ethnicity. I have thus also considered how 

this may pave the way for further research opportunities or investigations of culturally-responsive 

high-impact practices with internationalised higher education contexts. These have been outlined 

briefly in the final chapter on future directions for research of this nature, in section 9.6 of Chapter 

Nine.  

 

5.8 The research design  

Research design is of great importance to a successful piece of educational research (Verma & 

Mallick, 1999), since the design must be rigorous enough to fulfil the purpose of the study (Cohen, 

Manion & Morrison, 2018). The emphasis in research design is less on how to conduct a type of 

research than on which type is appropriate in the circumstances, given the research questions (Hakim, 

2000). The research questions presented in the previous section warrant a research design that brings 

the student-participants’ voices to the fore: ‘action research is a flexible situationally responsive 

methodology that offers rigour, authenticity and voice.’ (Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2018, p. 456) 

and therefore, ‘fit for purpose’ (Verma & Mallick, 1999) for research designs constructed around 

curriculum development in higher education (see Burchell, 2000), and for answering the three 

research questions. 

The effectiveness of action research has also been criticised in that it is dependent on the 

personal and the interpersonal than the methodological (Reason & Rowen, 1981). While this is a 

legitimate criticism, it is also in some ways a strength. Since my research questions are heavily 

dependent on student-participants feeling comfortable and willing to share their direct experiences of 

personal change and/or newfound knowledge, the personal and interpersonal dependency of action 

research (similar to its cousins narrative research and practitioner research), means it is capable of 

drawing out what more objective and distant research designs cannot or may find challenging 

(Thomson, 2015).  
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While the chosen research design was practical action research, it also combines elements of 

narrative research. This is because much of data generated from student-participants is based on the 

fortnightly reflective writing tasks on their personal real-life experiences, as and when they unfolded 

during the course, and they are constructed largely around narratives. Among other research methods 

adopted to generate rich data, the fortnightly reflective writing tasks provide rich data in the form of 

extended personal experiences of conflicts and events with themselves and with others. The end of 

course reflective portfolio also partially incorporates narratives, but less so in that it is largely based 

on overall reflections on one’s own inner learning and inner knowing. Although not within the scope 

of this study, this has resulted in, essentially, the student-participants’ personal narratives of seven 

written reflections over the course of 16-weeks, from which change over time can be observed and 

analysed in far greater depth.  

 

5.8.1 Action research—Philosophical concerns 

Kurt Lewin (1946, 1948) is associated with the earliest developments of action research in his 

promotion of using research in a natural context. Topics for chosen study related directly to the 

context of the problem or question. Lewin’s process was cyclical, involving a ‘non-linear pattern of 

planning, acting, observing, and reflecting on the changes in the social situations.’ (Noffke & 

Stevenson, 1995, p. 2). Part of Lewin’s concern for practical theories and change, was moving 

researchers away from being external observers and focusing their energies on solving real problems. 

Practical solutions and change are still key concepts in action research. All action research methods 

share a basic cyclic process between reflection and action. Action research is foremost concerned with 

change at local level (Thomson, 2015). It best enables pedagogues and educational researchers to find 

agency within the restricted institutional structures in which they operate to produce change, in hope, 

for the better. This change may appear minimal. This is because our sites are the self and so various 

forms of practice and the experiences of small groups of people on policy agendas for high-impact 

educational research (Thomson, 2015). And the change is minimal in comparison to the results 

yielded from large-scale quantitative studies. Nonetheless, knowledge production must take place first 
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and foremost at local level in order to produce change because ‘in order to produce change, 

knowledge production has to occur at the local level – again and again.’ (p. 310).  

Small-scale research studies address not only local concerns but also intractable issues. As 

Thomson (2015) invites us to remember, ‘action research enlists the minds, hearts and actions of 

people and that this drives sustainable change’ (p. 310) and ‘[it] generates hope, energy, optimism, 

enthusiasm and new ideas.’ (p. 310). Sustainable change, and not any change, is significant since 

those conducting action research are the pedagogues themselves: in their classrooms, on their courses, 

with their students. Pedagogues as agents of change are able to sustain the types of potential change to 

practice because they are the day-to-day practitioners.  

In Chapter One, I stated in the preface to this thesis that my work is more optimism than that 

of the work on the corporatization of the university. My research design should demonstrate this 

optimism. Without attempting to bias the results of the student-participants’ experiences on the course, 

all personal responses and feedback from student-participants reveals something valuable to action 

researchers and practitioner-researchers, regardless of the positive, neutral, shallow, complex or 

negative leaning of the student-participant responses. As Kemmis and McTaggart (1992) clarify, 

action research is concerned with agency, being and change: 

 

‘Action research is concerned equally with changing individuals, on the one hand, and, on the 

other, the culture of the groups, institutions and societies to which they belong. The culture of 

a group can be defined in terms of the characteristic substance and forms of the language and 

discourses, activities and practices, and social relationships and organization which constitute 

the interactions of the group.’ (p. 16). 

 

As a ‘flexible, situationally responsive methodology that offers rigour, authenticity and voice’ (Cohen, 

Manion & Morrison, 2018, pp. 456), action research has the potential to broaden my own views on 

teaching, schooling and society (Noffke & Zeichner, 1987), as well as provide me with the agency to 

model and test such an unfamiliar pedagogy within my higher education institution in a systematic 

and self-reflexive manner. It thus acts as a form of ‘self-reflective enquiry’ (p. 5) undertaken in order 
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to improve understanding of their practices in context with a view to maximizing social justice (Carr 

& Kemmis, 1986).  

I draw upon the term social justice weakly to refer to any manner in which those who are 

potentially being underserved in their education are invited to moments of greater possibility and 

agency in their educational contexts. Drawing together the numerous characteristics of action research, 

Kemmis and McTaggart (1992) provide the following definition: 

 

‘Action research is a form of collective self-reflective enquiry undertaken by participants in 

social situations in order to improve the rationality and justice of their own social or 

educational practices, as well as their understanding of these practices and the situations in 

which these practices are carried out . . . The approach is only action research when it is 

collaborative, though it is important to realize that the action research of the group is achieved 

through the critically examined action of individual group members.’ (p. 5). 

 

Since action research bridges the gap between research and practice (Somekh, 1995, p. 340), as a 

critical research methodology it offers potential to address the first and third research questions in 

particular as a means of impacting on or improving real-world practice.  

 

 
5.8.2 Action research—Practical concerns  

Although the design of action research allows for a more flexible approach, and ‘indicative of this 

flexibility is the frequent use of ‘interpretive’ as an umbrella term that comfortably accommodates 

interactive and phenomenological perspectives’ (McCutcheon & Jurg 1990, p.146), there are three 

types of action research that differ considerably from one another. The relationships between these 

three types are expressed as different orientations of action research and reflective practice (Leitch & 

Day, 2000). Grundy (1982) discusses three types of knowing that correlate to three types of action 

research. The first is techne, the source of skilful action. The second is episteme, the source of 

scientific action. The third type of knowing is phronesis, the source of moral action. These three types 

of action are also understood as technical action research (techne), practical action research 

(episteme) and critical action research (phronesis). While all are concerned with agency, problem-
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solving and reflexive real-world practice, they differ in their main aims. These three types of action 

research have later been built upon by Kemmis and McTaggart (2005) and Kemmis (2009). This 

study is a practical action research study. 

In technical action research, the participant-researcher aims to improve the outcomes of their 

professional practice. Regarded as a means to an end, professional practice is ‘capable of being 

improved to be more effective or efficient in producing known ends’ (Kemmis, 2009, p. 469). These 

‘known ends’ could be improved exam grades, to name one example. Thus, the practitioner-

researcher aims to improve the means—their professional practice—of achieving the ‘known ends’. 

What is to be transformed are the tasks, activities, their procedures and their immediate results. As 

such, technical action research can be seen as an instrumentalist approach to research and the context 

and content being researched. 

Whereas in practical action research, the research is also self-directed, but in this case the 

others involved also have voice and agency: ‘Practical action research seeks to improve practice 

through the application of the personal wisdom of the participants.’ (Grundy, 1982, p. 357). Hence, 

the communication flow in this type of action research must be unhindered between each of the 

participants and the practitioner-researcher (Grundy 1982). As Kemmis (2009) highlights:  

 

‘The practitioner aims to act more wisely and prudently, so the outcomes and longer-term 

consequences of the practice will be for the best. Such a stance requires treating the others involved not 

as objects but as subjects capable of speech and action, and as persons who will also live with the 

consequences of what is done. The practitioner thus addresses them in the second person (as ‘you’) – as 

an Other who is also a subject or self (like oneself).’  

 
For example, in practical action research, the practitioner-researcher considers student-

participants’ perspectives about their own learning experiences. In this case, the practitioner-

researcher might still determine and decide what is to be explored and which changes are to be made. 

Yet, in practical action research the practitioner-researcher remains open to the perspectives, 

responses and contributions of the student-participants. The interest is largely on best practice, that is, 

the student-participants’ experiences are examined as a result of the practice, and therefore, 

considered for future practice. In this sense, there is a collaborative and reciprocal relationship 
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between the researcher-practitioner and the student-participants involved in—and ultimately affected 

by—the practice (Kemmis, 2009). What is to largely be transformed, therefore, is the individual and 

(self-)understanding(s) of the practitioner-researchers.  

In critical action research—comprising emancipatory action research and participatory 

action research (see Carr & Kemmis, 1986) as well—the voice and agency of the participants is 

further intensified (Kemmis, 2009). The research is undertaken collaboratively. Decisions about what 

to explore and what to change are taken collectively. In this case, however, people explore their 

patterns of interaction, action and connection as constructed socially. Therefore, the aim is to explore 

social realities in order to discover whether social or educational practices need to be transformed 

entirely (Kemmis & McTaggart, 2005). This exploration is done by opening the communicative space 

in which all participants can reflect together on the character, conduct and consequences of their 

practices. What is to be transformed in critical action research is ‘the social formation in which the 

practice occurs – the discourses (sayings) that orient and inform it, the things that are done (doings), 

and the patterns of social relationships between those involved and affected (relatings)’ (Kemmis, 

2009, p. 471).  

Initially attracted to critical action research, I later found that it would have been 

disingenuous to have made bold claims about my capacity as practitioner-researcher and creator of the 

course to socially transform the student-participants. Meditation and other contemplative practices in 

higher education are still nascent and so the research contributions are valuable when focusing on the 

philosophical, practical and ethical dimensions of integrating meditation into higher education 

pedagogy and curriculum. Much of the research can contribute then to further studies that perhaps 

take a more critical approach, although, as I have previously discussed in Chapter Four, I am 

cautious about using meditation as a tool for explicit—not implicit—social change. Focusing on real-

world practice—over and over again—offers substantial contributions to future research directions 

without beginning from the presupposition on the world-changing impact meditation and other 

contemplative practices has on student-participants and higher education.  

 

5.8.3 Action research—Cyclical, self-reflexive and meditative by nature  
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Taking the process of practical action research one step further, a meditative process bears similarity 

to an action research process, as presented in Figure 5.8. As this research is on meditation as 

education, and as a long-term meditator and pedagogue, the connection between the cyclical nature of 

practical action research and the meditative process, must be emphasised for greater coherence and 

justification of my chosen research design and thus also research methods. While it may not be 

obvious to non-meditators, practical action research is ‘fit for purpose’ (Verma & Mallick, 1999) in 

this study for this very reason. This similarity is largely due to its cyclical and self-reflexive nature 

(Ward & Varnon-Hughes, 2016). It is also because of the depth of first-person inner learning that 

takes for the practitioner-researcher, as well as the degree to which, unlike most research methods, it 

emphasises personal transformation for social transformation.  

Emphasising the action research cycle both in parts and as a whole, Chuaprapaisilp (1997) 

has drawn parallels between the cyclical nature of Thai Buddhist philosophy—which incorporates 

Mahayana meditative practices—and the action research process. One does this by demonstrating 

how Buddhist concepts of mindfulness and insight are helpful in clarifying the critical reflection phase 

of the action research cycle. Chuaprapaisilp (1997) also likens the concept ‘dependent origination’ 

(paṭiccasamuppāda in Pali; pratītyasamutpāda in Sanskrit) as embodying the entire action research 

process. The concept refers to the law of nature: the progression of causes and conditions in both the 

natural environment, which is an external physical condition, and also the events of human society, 

ethical principles, life events, happiness and suffering, which are all manifestations in the mind. As all 

things are seen to be interconnected, and all tend to affect one another, success in dealing with the 

world depends on creating flow and unity within. As in action research, all things are connected. 

Buddhist philosophical concepts thus provides a world view and a set of values which may help 

practitioner-researchers to view events that take place throughout the research process in a highly 

observant manner.  

Similarly, emphasising the ethical principles of Buddhism, Winter (2003) has traced the 

parallels between the basic principles of action research and some key Buddhist ethical concepts. He 

argues that the methodological focus of action research on values, dialectics, collaboration, change 

and creative knowledge is clarified by the Buddhist emphasis on practices such as meditation and on 
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principles of ‘compassion’ (karuṇā in both Pali and Sanskrit), loving-kindness (mettā in Pali; maitrī in 

Sanskrit), the cause and effects of the intentions and actions of individuals to influence the future 

(kamma in Pali; karma in Sanskrit) and the impermanence of all phenomena, including the self 

(anicca in Pali; anitya in Sanskrit). Again, this notion emphasises the ongoing cyclical nature of 

action research as well as the ethical conduct of the practitioner-researcher. Without specific reference 

to Buddhist meditative practices but more generally to all meditative practices as discussed in section 

3.4 of Chapter Three, the inclusion of critical reflection as an integrative part of a meditative 

practice has implications on depth of learning and knowing as well as ethical conduct of the 

practitioner-researcher at all stages of the research process.  

 

 

 

Figure 5.8 Close-up of the practical action research cycle 

 

5.8.4 Elements of narrative research—Voice, perception and change   

As narrative research gained greater acceptance in the social sciences, it has found its way into action 

research (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; Herman & Vervaeck, 2005; Holstein & Gubrium, 2003). 
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Some critiques of action research are on its tendency to focus on the group rather than on individuals 

(Webb, 1996). The emphasis on personal narratives in this practical action research study brings the 

focus back to the individual. Narratives share the events of human lives, which reflect human interests 

and support sense-making processes (Bold, 2012). For this reason, the main method, alongside a 

number of other methods including one end of course structured interview, was reflective writing, in 

the form of seven fortnightly reflective writing tasks and one end of course reflective portfolio, 

detailed later in this chapter in section 5.10. The narrative focus of the meditation practices and the 

critical reflection that follow each of them week-on-week, emphasis further the voices and practical 

direct experiences of the student-participants. Self-inquiry meditation specifically is narrative-based in 

its reliving and retelling of real-life personal events, such as a conflict with a family member.  

Although this can be troubling for student-participants, the process itself is intended to be 

both critically reflective, and thus offers opportunities for personal transformation, and are also 

cathartic, offering an opportunity to process, integrate any insights from the meditation practices and 

even as an emptying of the mind as a meditative practice in its own right (see Cameron, 1992, ‘the 

morning pages’ as an example of this type of meditative practice). All student-participants opened up 

and shared personal life events and their reflections upon them based on the corresponding meditation 

practices in their reflective writing tasks and reflective portfolios, but there was a drastic variation 

between student-participants in the amount that they shared. Also, observable through deductive and 

inductive data analysis method—not with the scope of this study—was an opening up in the degree to 

which student-participants shared their personal narratives as the weeks progressed. As with action 

research studies and studies that integrate meditation with narrative research, my ability to treat the 

student-participants with sensitivity, privacy, dignity and respect and create a warm environment in 

which they feel at ease and safe, was paramount (Josselson, 2007).  

 

5.8.5 Addressing some methodological concerns for research designs on meditation  

Shapiro, Brown and Astin (2011) have pointed out that previous studies on the integration of 

meditation in higher education overlook the following areas that hinder/hamper methodological rigour. 

These include:  
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1. Specifying the specific meditation studied;  

2. Developing appropriate assessment tools;  

3. Using active controls;  

4. Using an appropriate research design for the intended outcomes;  

5. Conducting longitudinal studies; and  

6. Working with larger sample sizes.  

This research design attempts to address the some of the areas for greater methodological rigour. The 

fifth and sixth needs cannot be addressed through a study of this size/length, since both require a 

considerable amount of time, multiple researchers and research funding. The third is also not 

addressed because it refers to control groups in large-scale psychology studies. Excluding the first 

need, which was introduced initially in Chapter Four and then is discussed extensively in section 6.3 

of Chapter Six, the second and fourth needs are given attention in this chapter for greater 

methodological rigour.  

The development of appropriate assessment tools was driven primarily by the ethics of this 

research but also by the aim to expand on previous findings. The living experiences of meditative 

practices can be subtle, complex and in some cases even ineffable, so much so that they have 

remained marginalised from academic psychology, that has typically adopted a positivist-empirical 

framework (Coyle, 2008). They can also only be processed once life begins to unfold and one might 

notice their automated reaction to an event has changed from the expected and most typical reaction 

they might have had previously.  

Qualitative research can provide the inner frames of reference on subjective first-person 

experiences and therefore, the careful use of assessment tools at the level of experience is necessary. 

Well-validated, reliable instruments tapping into first-person subjective experiences is important to 

provide convergent evidence. Some assessment tool suggestions put forward by Shapiro, Brown and 

Astin (2011) for qualitative research include qualitative reports (written in the first-person by 

participants) on phenomenological changes experienced through meditative practice. And finally, as I 

have previously addressed, research ethics have led the research design rather than the research aims, 

but still consistent with the research aims.  
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5.9 The course sampling and sequencing    

In much qualitative research, the emphasis is placed on the uniqueness, the idiographic and exclusive 

distinctiveness of the phenomenon, group or individuals in question (Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 

2018). That is, the student-participants were only representing themselves in this study. Onwuegbuzie 

and Leech (2007, p. 242) have suggested that the sample size in qualitative research should be large 

enough to generate ‘thick descriptions’ (Geertz, 1973) and rich data, though not too large so as to 

prevent this from happening due to data overload. In truth, each cycle generated an enormous amount 

of data from each of the student-participants. It has all been informative in shaping the modification 

of each subsequent course cycle and also formative in understanding how to conduct educational 

research of this nature in the future. The richness of data from the personal narratives of the 

students—who are complex and very different from one another—means that less really is more in 

terms of being capable of delving deep into their direct first-person experiences as a teacher-

researcher. The need to provide student-participants with progressive and final critically reflective 

tasks as part of both the course assessment and integration process, meant that the volume of data—of 

the written reflections alone—was overwhelming. I discuss this overwhelm, the messiness that came 

with it and the unanticipated changes that resulted from this as a consequence in section 7.1 of 

Chapter Seven and later as an overall inner reflection in section 9.1 of Chapter Nine.  

All data generated from each of the three course cycles, from 60 student-participants in total, 

was analysed but for two different purposes, as discussed in the subsequent section, section 5.10, of 

this chapter. As Flick (2009) notes, the basis of choosing sample strategies in qualitative research is to 

provide ‘rich and relevant information’ (p. 123). The sampling strategies adopted in this study were 

modified at the end of course cycle 1. Figure 5.9 demonstrates the process for inviting student-

participants to apply to join the course, how they were ultimately selected to participate, and how this 

process changed.  

The teaching and research staff who run elective courses—as part of a tri-campus scheme that 

I elaborate on in Chapter Six—must advertise the courses to students at the start of each semester at a 

Welcome Fair. These elective courses are interdisciplinary and inclusive; students from all faculties, 

years of study and backgrounds are encouraged to apply based on their personal interests and 
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professional motivations. In the Welcome Fair presentation, students were discouraged to apply if 

their main motivation was to avoid more traditional forms of course assessment, such as written 

exams and formal assignments. Students were then informed directly in the Welcome Fair 

presentation that the practice of meditation is in fact, despite appearances, quite a commitment and 

deceptively challenging. The online course application form—introduced from course cycle 2 

onwards for students interested in applying to enrol on the course—can be reviewed in Appendix 3.   

The sample strategy for all course cycles was non-probability sampling, since the sample of 

student-participants is particular and non-representative, and thus, no attempts in this research are 

made to generalise about the sample. Each individual is unique. Although, the student-participants 

share a great deal of commonalities as university students of the same institution and a similar age, 

they differ in their years of study, country of origin (although most are from mainland China as can be 

seen in Figure 5.9) and of course, there is a combination of both male and female students. After the 

first course cycle, a set of questions were prepared as part of the course application form for selecting 

student-participants more carefully. Concerns have been raised about whether students should be 

screened in some way, given the potential risks that may be associated with certain forms of 

meditation (Lansky & St. Louis, 2006). This was a means of establishing which students were aware 

of the challenges and commitment required of a course that integrates meditation and also those 

without prior or existing serious mental health issues. The course application form was introduced as 

well then as an ethical measure. By contrast, the course cycle 1 selection process—in an effort to 

uphold inclusivity—operated naïvely on a first-come-first-served basis.  

Investigation of pre-existing psychological features that predict success in meditative practice, 

such as personality traits and motivation, has also been highlighted as being helpful (Shapiro, Brown 

& Astin, 2011). As this was the first time that I had run the course, and given the subject matter, I had 

expected little interest. With only a capacity for a maximum of 22 student-participants per course 

cycle, I welcomed all who were interested to apply as I viewed interest and inclusivity as important 

for those new to meditation, assuming interest would be from far fewer than 22 students.  
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I was surprised to find that almost 250 students applied to enrol on the course for course cycle 1, and 

without a preconceived logistical and ethical measure in place, first-come-first-served was the means 

adopted for selecting students. This, as I stressed, was extremely naïve and careless. The selection 

process introduced after course cycle 2 and course cycle 3, did little however, to alter the overall 

student—participant demographic, as can be seen in Figure 5.9.  

Introducing the online course application form reduced the number of student applicants for 

course cycles 2 and 3, but I still received more than 100 student applications for these course cycles. 

Even when in course cycles 2 and 3 I was careful to select student-participants, the demographic, 

student drop-out rate and commitment were virtually identical. Nonetheless, given the psychological 

and emotional risk factors involves in practicing meditation that have been addressed previously, the 

degree of motivation required for benefiting from the practice and the importance of managing 

expectations (Burack, 2014), a simple set of questions and process for selecting student-participants 

based on their responses was required and introduced from course cycles 2 and 3.  

 

5.10 Limitations on the trustworthiness of the research design  

The importance of action research for improvement and transformation has largely received positive 

critique since its rise in educational research from the 1990s onwards (see McNiff & Whitehead, 

2009). However, concerns that tend to arise relate to practitioner-researcher relationships, 

positionality, ethics and reflexivity in the research. One question to consider is on how trustworthy the 

data being generated actually is, given that data generation is performed with a single cohort of 

participants by an insider-researcher (Adler, 2011; Cornelissen & Van den Berg, 2013; Kur, DePorres 

& Westrup, 2008; Zambo & Isai, 2012) who seeks to inform high-impact practice and evaluate one’s 

own pedagogical modifications or interventions. In many cases as Gibbs et al. (2016) point out, the 

action research process is neither transparent nor explicit. Therefore, it is not only difficult to compare 

and attempt to generalise the research findings by evaluating the pedagogical modifications or 

interventions, but evaluation also raises further concerns on the trustworthiness of the contributions 

from the participants themselves. In this study, the concern relating to the data generated largely refer 

to two areas: how student-participants formulate, transfer, relay and translate language in their written 
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and spoken contributions; and how the fact that the course at the heart of this study bears credits for 

student-participants to complete it successfully. 

 

5.10.1 Obstacles with language, emotional literacy and expressing the phenomenological  

I have already highlighted in section 5.2 of this chapter of the challenges in communicating 

phenomenological experiences. I added that the common view that putting meditative experiences 

into words is by nature rather unnatural and somewhat contradictory, but that language is the most 

effective tool available to us for reaching common—albeit negotiated—meaning. There are two other 

areas that the role that language and interpersonal/intrapersonal communication plays in the research 

design can be problematic.   

In terms of obstacles with language, the most palpable is that none of the student-participants 

are communicating in their first language (L1). Only three student-participants across all three course 

cycles had a competency in the English language at near-native level. As a means of addressing this 

limitation, I gave all student-participants permission to write in their preferred language, whether this 

is a word or phrase that epitomising their chosen idea to be expressed and cannot be easily substituted 

in the English language, or whether this is the entire reflective task or reflective portfolio. I had 

anticipated the need for Chinese and other translators for the analysis of data if this should have been 

case. I was surprised to find that there was almost no reliance on the student-participants’ native 

language, only in fewer than 10 occasions did student-participants choose to incorporate a short 

phrase in Chinese Mandarin, and they later went on to describe its meaning in most of those cases. 

Perhaps this is because the medium of instruction was English and so student-participants were 

learning the new content in their second language and therefore it stands to reason that might simply 

find it easier to not translate back some of the core concepts emerging from the teachings. In fact, this 

was my own experience when I initially trained as a yoga and meditation teacher in the Spanish 

language. As the language of instruction throughout my training, I found it challenging to begin 

teaching yoga and meditation in the English language, despite it being my native language.  

In terms of having a developed emotional literacy, expressing one’s feelings or emotional 

responses can be both/either exposing and/or challenging for us all. ‘Emotional intelligence’ (see 
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Goleman, 1995, 2006) has garnered respect over the past two decades, but still, it is rather atypical to 

either work in the university classroom in a highly subjective manner or for students to be invited to 

express their emotional engagement (as deeply as they wish to) with what they are learning. Typically, 

higher education has valued third-person inquiry, in which capacities of understanding and expressing 

remain detached and distant from students. Educational approaches have attempted to address the 

dearth of (critical) first-person inquiry in higher education (see Palmer, 1997; see Roth, 2006), 

‘contemplative education’ (see Bush, 2011) as I have discussed in section 2.2 of Chapter Two is one 

attempt. Potentially included in ‘contemplative education’, are ‘social and emotional learning’ (SEL; 

see Weare, 2010); sentipensante (‘thinking/sensing’; see Rendon, 2009), ‘moral education’ (see Kiss 

& Euben, 2010), various forms of ‘peace education’ (see Harris & Morrison, 2003), ‘wisdom 

education’ (see Lin, 2013) and ‘embodied education’ (see Francesconi & Tarozzi, 2012) as further 

attempts at bridging this gap. The necessity for student-participants to engage emotionally with the 

taught content on the course is a limitation of the research design, because it produces a wide range of 

responses, some of which are more revealing than others. Revealing in itself though that range might 

be, the methods of data generation were asking of student to participate in something rather alien to 

academic study after all. Given the openness of the reflective writing tasks and other questions in the 

learning on the course, as well as the necessity to draw one’s awareness to the body in the process of 

learning and knowing, the variety of depth in student-responses indicates in itself those who found it 

more challenging or those who were far less practiced in meditation.  

Through a continued observance of the ethical principles discussed in section 5.5 of this 

chapter, I put in place a number of measures to alleviate this obvious limitation in the research design. 

First, as discussed in section 5.5 of this chapter, I attempted to make students feel comfortable and 

safe enough to open up about personal topics through modelling and creating warmth in the face-to-

face and internet-mediated interactions. Second, I provide students with linguistic tools for locating 

the range for emotional literacy in the form of online resources adapted from The Work of Byron 

Katie (see www.thework.com/en). Third, I encouraged student-participants to arrange private 

discussions with me face-to-face. Exploratory talk can help students arrive at the language through 

metaphor, negotiation and brainstorming when they are grappling to find the most suitable words. 
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Fourth, I encouraged peer support and communication as it is also helpful for discussing meditative 

experiences with others who have also been practicing. Fifth, I provided student-participants with 

notebooks for regular writing, organisation of insights, questioning out loud, and ‘mind emptying’. 

Finally, I encouraged student-participants to write as they speak or in a manner that they feel most 

comfortable from the first-person perspective, avoiding an overly formal, objective or academic style 

and to, as already stated, use their native language whenever it felt more natural for them to do so. 

The notebooks were an essential part of a number of the tasks on the course as well as all of the self-

inquiry meditation tasks. These were the measures in place to address this considerable limitation in 

the research design.  

 

5.10.2 Credit-bearing courses, power and vested interests  

In Chapter Six, I describe the course at the heart of this study. I discuss my reasons for getting the 

course accredited within my institution. Although I later argue it is a strength of the course for 

ensuring commitment from student-participants, the fact that the course bears credits is also a 

limitation of the research design. How, for example, could I be sure that student-participants were not 

sharing what they thought I wanted to hear, observe and read in order to pass the course and achieve 

their credits? Were they placating in order to simply pass the course? I could not be entirely sure. And 

the responses—in terms of depth, level of engagement and plain effort—are visible in some cases. For 

example, some responses are long and detailed while others are short and more descriptive. I could 

not also be sure that this variation is simply a result of student-participants simply wanting to pass the 

course and not engage fully and personally.  

The truth is I have no way of knowing, and there is little that can be done to address this. I 

remind student-participants that although the course practices as well as the course assessment appear 

light-weight, they are not. I also remind student-participants that it can be identified immediately 

through the fortnightly reflective writing tasks if a student-participant has not sufficiently engaged 

with the course content. Beyond this, I can do little but remind student-participants to reflect upon 

why they enrolled onto the course and what their expectations and desires are. Additionally, when I 

invited student-participants to provide feedback on the course, I encourage them consistently to share 
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their honest perspectives and experiences as this is mostly anonymous, will not implicate them in any 

way, and I as a pedagogue-researcher value it greatly. In this sense, student-participants were made 

aware of their important role in shaping the future modifications of this course, and were continually 

reminded of this. I made every attempt to ensure student-participants were aware of the symbiosis and 

equality of our relationship on the course and in the study.  

 

5.11 The research procedures and methods adopted for data generation 

Chapter Six provides the relevant information on the course specification, rationale, origins and 

content as well as the reflections and modifications made at the end of each of the three course cycles. 

In this section, the various research processes and research methods adopted for data collection are 

presented. I had originally planned to use fortnightly reflective writing tasks in combination with the 

end of course reflective portfolios as the dominant method for data generation, complemented by 

focus groups. However, throughout the cyclical processes of this practical action research study, 

more data sources were identified and drawn upon. Structured interviews were also ultimately 

favoured over focus groups in course cycle 3 and largely took on the role of data validation. 

The role played by the face-to-face methods—fortnightly group discussion meetings, near-daily drop-

in sessions, weekly office hours and the final interviews—developed over time and became a 

fundamental part of the ethics for processing and integrating the meditative experiences. My intention 

‘to create a space where a republic of many voices might come to life’ (Ayers, 2004, p. 69) meant that 

the student-participants’ experiences were supported by the combination of face-to-face encounters 

and internet-mediated interactions.  

In what follows, I describe how multi-methods were used in this study in order to meet my 

research aims and answer my research questions. Data from the first two course cycles, was analysed 

alongside my field notes, in order to make post-course cycle modifications, as presented in Chapter 

Six. The data generated from the course cycle 3 is presented and discussed as research findings in 

Chapter Eight. 
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5.11.1 Fortnightly reflective writing tasks  

It has been suggested that reflective writing can apply a narrative approach via storytelling (McDrury 

& Alterio, 2002). This can be guided by the use of a template to focus attention on specific key 

elements such as events, players and outcomes, to assist in analysis and interpretation (Brockbank & 

McGill, 2007). The data generated on an on-going basis consisted of seven fortnightly reflective 

writing tasks to be completed and submitted at the end of each course part. This enabled me to 

monitor how the student-participants’ experiences on the course were developing, address any 

concerns participants might have been experiencing, and identify any personal struggles the students 

might have been experiencing. McDrury and Alterio (2002) emphasise the importance of dialogue or 

feedback within this approach, to enable the possibility of progress through an experiential learning 

cycle. Thus, my comments and questions provided as feedback on each of the fortnightly reflective 

writing tasks served to facilitate students with further reflection in their learning process. These 

reflective writings required of students to reflect on the experience of the practices for each of the 

seven course parts, which are discussed later in Chapter Six.  

 

5.11.2 End of course reflective portfolios 

While the process of reflective writing often begins with description, this can lead to reflection. For 

example, by connecting the feelings linked to the experience followed by subsequent re-evaluation of 

the experience (McGill & Beaty, 2001). This is supported by broader literature on reflection which 

shows how the writing down of a record of an event followed by conscious analysis assists learning 

from the event (Strivens, 2009). An increasing encouragement and application of reflective writing is 

evident within higher education. For instance, there is increasing use of journals and dairies, which 

contain an element of relatively unstructured writing reflecting on learning experiences, which can 

enable students to relate such experience to active learning (Stapleford et al., 2009; Kaszniak’s 

classroom practice, as discussed in Barbezat & Bush, 2014, is an interesting example). As Moon 

(2006) elaborates, they can encompass many types of document, including for instance personal 

development plans, all of which accumulate over a period from reflective material, as distinct for 

instance from a descriptive diary.  
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The reflective portfolios in this study consisted of a range of self-reflective tasks. These 

include one final reflection on the previously submitted reflective writing tasks and the teacher’s 

feedback, a short closed-question survey, a review of the student-participants’ personal expectations 

and a reflection on whether these expectations had been met, long answer open-questions reflecting 

on direct practical experiences, course content, and transferable inner learning and knowing. The 

reflective portfolio repeats much of the content in some of the other parts, such as the open-question 

feedback forms for each of the seven parts. This was first to assess trustworthiness of some of the 

student contributions in other parts of the data gathered, and second to expand upon them. Some 

quantitative data was gathered in the form of some closed-question short questionnaires and was 

drawn upon for course modifications at the end of each cycle, as I describe in Chapter Six.  

 
 Reflective Portfolio Contents & Task 

Research 

Question 
Area of Inquiry 

Section 

1 
Workload checklist N/A 

[intended for student 

record keeping purposes] 

Section 

2 

What changes have you noticed in yourself throughout your time 

on this course? Give details. 
One 

personal change and/or 

newfound knowledge 

Which elements stand out to you as being discoveries about 

yourself and yourself in relation to others? Give details. 
One 

personal change and/or 

newfound knowledge 

Which direct practical experiences of mind-work have had a 

positive impact on you throughout this course? Give details. 

Two 

 

direct practical 

experiences 

Which direct practical experiences of mind-work have not had a 

positive impact on you throughout this course? Give details. 
Two 

direct practical 

experiences 

Section 

3 

Reflect upon the content of this course and complete the table, 

making a detailed list of the most significant things you’ve learnt 

from each part. 

Two 

 

direct practical 

experiences 

 

Moving forward, how will you continue to live out your 

relationships with yourself and with others in your daily life by 

keeping these significant things in mind and in practice? 

Three Intentions on integration 

Section 

4 

Intrapersonal development is fundamental and foundational to 

interpersonal development. After having completed the course, 

would you agree/disagree with this underlined statement and, 

based on your personal experience, why do you agree/disagree? 

One 

 

 

personal change and/or 

newfound knowledge 

 

In the Welcome Meeting, you were asked to make a note of why 

you decided to enrol on this course and what your expectations 

for this course are. To what extent do you feel that your 

expectations were met from the following seven parts of the 

One 
personal change and/or 

newfound knowledge 
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course’s content? 

Section 

5 

Mind-work can be very challenging. Give some details about 

your experiences completing the audio tasks for each part of this 

course by addressing the following questions: 

N/A 

 

N/A  

 

Which elements of the mind-work tasks were the most 

challenging? 
Two 

direct practical 

experiences 

Which elements of the mind-work tasks were the least 

challenging? 
Two 

direct practical 

experiences 

What do you now understand about mind-work that you didn’t 

understand before? 
Two 

direct practical 

experiences 

What will you “take away” from the mind-work tasks to help you 

in the future when it comes to developing your intrapersonal and 

interpersonal skills and improving your personal- and work-life 

relationships? 

Three 

 
Intentions on integration 

Section 

6 

Write your final 250-350-word Reflective Writing Task on the 

entire course in the textbox below: You must address all of the 

following points: 

N/A  N/A 

Your relationship with yourself now compared with your 

relationship with yourself before. 

Two 

 

personal change and/or 

newfound knowledge 

Your relationship with others now compared with your 

relationship with others before. 

Two 

 

personal change and/or 

newfound knowledge 

How you see the nature of the mind now compared to how you 

saw the nature of the mind before. 
Two 

personal change and/or 

newfound knowledge 

How you now feel about dealing with relationships with yourself 

and with others in the future. 
Three Intentions on integration 

Section 

7 
Short feedback questionnaire N/A 

[intended for further 

suggestions on future 

modifications of the 

course in terms of 

content, spacing/timing, 

structure and format] 

 

Table 5.11a List of end of course reflective portfolio tasks and how they correspond to addressing the 

three research questions 

 

5.11.3 End of course structured interviews   

Only one type of interview was conducted: structured interviews (Lincoln & Guber, 1985). There was 

an important reason for specifically selecting structured interviews over semi-structured or 

unstructured interviews with relation to meditative practices and the significance of the data generated 
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from critical reflections upon them. Structured interviews appear less open but this seems to be a false 

understanding of their purpose. Lincoln and Guber (1985) assert that the structured interview, in 

contrast to the unstructured interview, is useful for when the researcher is aware of what they do not 

yet know, and is therefore is the appropriate position to frame the questions in such a way that seeks 

first-person experiences that cannot be easily predicted. I was open to whatever the student-

participants wanted to share and I maintained that I did not know what the student-participants would 

report. I cannot truly know for sure despite perhaps having some idea based on previous theoretical 

research.  

Furthermore, through meditation, one becomes acquainted with the mind. The reason self-

inquiry has developed as a meditation practice as it has, the writing down of thoughts prior to the 

questioning of them, is because the mind grapples with its identity being challenged. Its thoughts are 

difficult to capture and it can easily obfuscate the questions if one is not strict with it. Asking 

structured interview questions prevents the interviewee or interviewer from steering the interview in 

other directions without having fully answered questions that the mind would rather not entertain. 

Structured interviews also allow for greater opportunity for comparison, in particular, of profundity 

and depth of experience. If student-participants did not wish to or could not share a great deal, their 

responses tended to be shorter (which was revealing in itself). 

The use of the structured interviews also, for their fixed questions, acted as a form of 

methodological triangulation (Gillham, 2000; David & Sutton, 2004) of the written forms of data 

generated as well as an approach to ‘respondent validation’ (see Bryman, 1988), to reduce 

misinterpretation (Stake, 2000). Moreover, more research methods were adopted, which significantly 

increased the trustworthiness of the written data generated from the data described in section 5.11. 

The end of course structured interview was intended to bring a sense of closure to the study. These 

structured interviews were carried out to explore student-participants’ final reflections and evaluations 

of their experience on the course and invited them to consider future intentions on integration of their 

meditation practice. Specifically, the structured interview focused on the student-participants’ 

perceptions of their past, present and future selves. Student-participants were later contacted with 

some light feedback comments on their work and in some cases, some questions in order to clarify 



 

 187 

meanings of ambiguous points in their end of course reflective portfolios and end of course structured 

interviews and to ultimately promote a better understanding of their intended meaning so as not to 

misrepresent them. Table 5.11b presents the list of structured interview questions that student-

participants were asked and how they correspond to the three research questions.  

 

 Interview Question 
Research 

Question 
Area of Inquiry 

1 

 

Moving forward, how will you continue to live out your relationships with 

yourself and with others in your daily life by keeping in mind and in practice 

what you learnt on this course? Give as much detail as possible. 

One 

 

personal change 

and/or newfound 

knowledge 

2 

Based on your direct experiences of working through this course’s content, to 

what extent do you agree with the statement “intrapersonal development is 

fundamental and foundational to interpersonal development”? 

One 

 

personal change 

and/or newfound 

knowledge 

3 

Which direct practical experiences of mind-work have positively impacted upon 

you? Which have negatively impacted upon you? Give as much detail as 

possible. 

Two 
direct practical 

experiences 

4 

Select one of the previously completed self-inquiry meditation tasks that 

impacted on your intrapersonal/interpersonal development significantly. Explain 

what it was about, what you discovered and how it impacted on you/your 

relationship with yourself/others. Give as much detail as possible. 

Two 
direct practical 

experiences 

5 
Moving forward, how do you feel about dealing with relationships with yourself 

and with others in the future? Give as much detail as possible. 
Three 

Intentions on 

integration 

6 
Can you think of someone you would recommend this course to? If yes, why did 

this person come into your mind? How do you think they could benefit from it? 
Three 

Intentions on 

integration 

 

Table 5.11b List of end of course structured interview questions and how they correspond to 

addressing the three research questions 

 

5.11.4 Fortnightly group discussion meetings  

These meetings were rich sites for gaining insight into how the student-participants were progressing 

with the content and their meditation practice. Burchell and Dyson (2005) have suggested that group 

discussion meetings—alongside interviews and other individually reflective methods—are one of the 

ways that action researchers can create and hold space for collective reflection in higher education 

research. Face-to-face interactions greatly enhanced the connectivity and closeness that student-

participants experience and consequently the potential for peer learning. As such, the classroom 

became a space where all, including myself, were to open up and learn from one another. In Ayers’ 
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words, ‘an environment where human beings can face one another authentically and without masks, a 

place of invitation, fascination, interest, and promise’ (p. 69). Together ‘the spiritual and ethical and 

intellectual and social spaces’ (p. 69) can be created in which mutual understanding can emerge. As 

‘active listening’ to one another with presence and attention occurs, a growing level of trust and 

intimacy and a desire to truly hear what one another contributes can be experienced (Bach & 

Alexander, 2015).  

In addition to the student-participants’ contributions, the group discussion meetings have 

provided a range of “Frequently Asked Questions” (FAQs) that proved invaluable in the shaping the 

course after cycle 1. The group discussion meetings were also an opportunity to learn more about the 

student-participants and engage in face-to-face exploratory talk. The meetings also incorporated a 

meditation practice as I led a mindfulness of breathing meditation with a short relaxation during these 

meetings. The willingness to talk about the content on a personal level in open-group discussion was 

limited (although in small groups of 3-4 or in pairs it was more effective), so I ensured I had other 

loose points for discussion prepared, just in case. Further details on the modifications are discussed in 

section 6.4 of Chapter Six. In this group context, deep or ‘active listening’ has the potential to evolve 

as a central meditative practice.  

 

5.11.5 Other face-to-face methods—Office hour drop-in sessions and near-daily meditation session 

drop-ins 

As a further ethical consideration, student-participants were invited to visit me in my office hours for 

informal conversations, and some from each of the three cycles continue to do so on occasion. The 

office hour drop-in sessions were mainly provided as a measure to ensure that the student-participants 

who experienced distress, rapid change or preferred to talk in private (as many do) and more deeply 

had the option available to them. This component of the course proved extremely important for 

student-participants. If they were unable to make the office hour times each week but wished to 

discuss their experiences or any other questions on the course content, arrangements were made to 

meet their needs to talk. The near-daily meditation drop-in sessions were introduced in section 4.2 of 

Chapter Four and are discussed in greater detail in section 6.5 of Chapter Six, student-participants 
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were invited to join my near-daily drop-in meditation sessions on campus from course cycle 2 

onwards. This was a measure put into place for student-participants who found it challenging to self-

direct their own mindfulness of breathing practice between each fortnightly group discussion meeting. 

Some of these student-participants, as far back as course cycle 1, continue to attend these drop-in 

sessions on our campus on a semi-regular basis to this day.  

 

5.11.6 Internet-meditated methods—WeChat message and personal emails, Moodle discussion forum 

posts and open-question feedback forms 

The first internet-mediated method used was WeChat and email personal messaging. In particular, 

WeChat (similar to Facebook and WhatsApp), the most widely used and broadly functioning social 

media platform in mainland China. WeChat was used as a method for reminding student-participants 

when the new content for each part of the course was available on Moodle in the group chat. It was 

also in place as a space for questions in the group or in private, and it was used voluntarily by a 

number of student-participants in private messages but not in group messages. Some of the student-

participants’ experiences were briefly discussed via personal messaging. Interestingly, a great deal of 

voluntary contact from student-participants occurred several months after the course had ended (more 

than half of the student-participants continued to maintain contact with questions on meditative 

experiences), which indicates that some students continued to reflect on and integrate their direct 

practical experiences little-by-little and into their daily lives. These interactions are discussed in 

section 9.4 of Chapter Nine.  

The second internet-mediated method used was Moodle and although online discussion forum 

spaces were opened for all of the parts of course, mostly for question and answer opportunities on 

each of the three cycles. Because of their potential benefit, online discussion forums are becoming a 

common feature even in face-to-face courses as they allow students and instructors to communicate 

with each other regardless of time and space (Nandi et al., 2011).  

Moodle discussion forums are notoriously difficult for students to engage with given both 

their permanent nature and exposing manner, and so the main challenge of incorporating technology 

into the learning process is to create a learning environment that allows and supports the full range of 
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learning strategies. Commonly regarded as a communication device to provide a communication link 

between the instructor and students where they can actively interact (see Piguet & Peraya, 2000), 

since the introduction of internet enabled online learning, discussion forums have been used to ensure 

interaction between learners and instructors (Nandi et al., 2011). Discussion forums have frequently 

been used successfully as communication tools in online learning environments to facilitate 

interaction between students to share knowledge (Berner, 2003; Rovai, 2002).  

Students need time to act and reflect, hence, the discussion forum provided this space. 

However, there was absolutely no use of them by student-participants. This is unsurprising for two 

reasons. First, the course takes a blended learning approach and so regular face-to-face opportunities 

were available to students for one-to-one or group discussion. Second, the highly personal nature of 

their questions given the highly personalised content, means that only very few more extrovert 

individuals would engage and be prepared to be so visible and identifiable online. The discussion 

forum was merely an additional means of providing opportunity for sharing and questioning between 

myself and the student-participants and the student-participants with each other. Although it was 

seemingly not useful, given the possibility of discussion forums to provide an effective opportunity to 

exchange ideas and share knowledge amongst learners and instructors (Tallent-Runnels et al., 2006; 

Levine, 2007), further considerations on how they can be used more effectively in future courses of 

this nature are worth investigating. For this study, since the discussion forum was not the central 

means of data generation, it is not a concern of mine. 

For action research to be successful, it must be collaborative, open, communication must be 

extensive and information between participants and practitioner-researcher must be free flowing 

(Elliot, 1978); crossing formal boundaries between practitioner-researcher and those being researched. 

This communicative dynamic echoes Habermas’ ‘ideal speech situation’ (see Habermas, 1984, 1987). 

Hence, the third internet-mediated method invited student-participants to provide their—as much as 

possible for them—uncensored fortnightly feedback online upon completion of each of the seven 

course parts. This feedback served mostly myself as practitioner-researcher to reflect upon as a means 

of making pertinent course modifications at the end each course cycle. Open-question feedback forms 

in Figure 5.11b requested feedback on each of the seven parts of the course were completed by the 
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end of the fortnightly course parts. These open-question feedback forms included questions for each 

of the seven parts.  

 

 
End of Part Feedback Form  
 

Please provide your feedback on this part of the course. Your feedback is highly-valued. Please be as 

honest as you can, this feedback is 100% anonymous. 

1. Complete this sentence using (at least) one adjective of your choice or a longer sentence: “I 

found the video lectures . . . . .” 

2. Complete this sentence using (at least) one adjective of your choice or a longer sentence: “I 

found the mindfulness of breathing meditation . . . . .” 

3. Complete this sentence using (at least) one adjective of your choice or a longer sentence: “I 

found the self-inquiry meditations. . . . .” 

4. Complete this sentence using (at least) one adjective of your choice or a longer sentence: “I 

found the group discussion meeting . . . . .” 

5. Complete this sentence using (at least) one adjective of your choice or a longer sentence: “I 

found the reflective writing . . . . .” 

6. Do you have any other comments or feedback about this part of the course? If yes, please feel 

free to share in the textbox below.  

 

Figure 5.11b Open-question feedback forms for fortnightly completion at the end of each part of the 

course 

 

5.11.7 A personal diary method for recording my field notes  

Personal diaries as data were originally used in biographical or historical studies (Bryman, 2004). In 

the social sciences, it is only recently and gradually that the value of diaries has become recognized 

(Corti, 1993). Although personal diaries have been increasingly used in broader social areas to 

construct pictures of social realities and to depict behaviours, emotions and other aspects of 

individuals’ daily lives, there is a lack of attention to this data collection method in educational 
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research (see Bolger, Davis & Rafaeli, 2003; see Sullivan & Gershuny, 2001; see Waddington, 2005; 

see Wheeler & Reiss, 1991). Although more commonly used in conjunction with interviews for 

participants to record data, in this study as practitioner-researcher, I kept field notes and journal 

entries throughout each of the course cycles, based on but not limited to all stages of contact—both 

face-to-face and internet-mediated—with the student-participants.  

Observations and reflections were recorded and then drawn upon as data for three main 

purposes. The first purpose was a means of ensuring ethical considerations and measures were 

continually observed. The second purpose was for making modifications to the course on each of the 

three cycles, which are discussed in Chapter Six. The final purpose was to gather data from my 

observations and reflections on what student-participants shared with me, in private or in groups via 

either face-to-face or internet-mediated methods. I used the voice recorder on a weekly basis from the 

beginning of each of the course cycles, because a video recorder captured more immediate responses 

on observations and reflections. More importantly, the diversity and flux in my own perceptions of 

the action research processes and could be identified. The underpinning correlations, causes and 

consequences, similarities and differences could be recognised and analysed (Wilkinson, Wells & 

Bushnell, 2005), which contributed to some of the course modifications as well as the initial collating 

of observed data that was generated at unplanned or unexpected points in each course cycle. For 

example, when one of the student-participants sent a personal message via WeChat to discuss a 

meditative experience, insight or realisation, or an element of the course content.   

 

5.12 Chapter summary  

In this chapter, I described and justified my methodology in eleven main parts. I began with my 

epistemological stance as interpretive, subjective and phenomenological. I then described the research 

aims followed by the research questions, demonstrating how they correspond to one another. I 

dedicated significant attention to the ethics of this research, given the fact that the research design was 

dominated by the necessity to ensure safety to student-participants who begin a meditative practice of 

any kind. My positionality and relationship to this research were also discussed, echoing and then 

expanding upon the previous discussion on my epistemological stance. Recognition of the role that 
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the cultural context in which this research took place played, was then included in the next section. 

The section that followed was a detailed articulation of the research design, practical action research, 

according to three significant features: its ability in educational research to address philosophical 

concerns, practical concerns as well as the importance of its cyclical, self-reflexive and meditative 

nature in shaping the overall quality of the study. I followed this by briefly outlining how this research 

design contains some elements of narrative research, while also addressing some methodological 

concerns for research designs on meditation. Two main limitations and trustworthiness of the research 

design were discussed. The following section focused on the course sampling and sequencing. In the 

final section of this chapter, I outlined the seven research methods adopted for data generation. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

 

The Course: Inside and Out 

 
      ‘Know the personal,  

yet keep to the impersonal;  

accept the world as it is. 

If you accept the world,  

the Tao will be luminous inside you 

and you will return to your primal self.’ 

Lao Tzu (circa late 400 BCE, verse 28) 

 

‘Life is relationships—relationships between the many subtle fields and flows of energy that weave the fabric of 

our being; relationships with other people and with other living beings; relationships between ourselves and the 

rest of the universe. If you look deeply into any living being, a universe of intricate interrelationships will be 

revealed. Life is all about relationships.’ 

Levey and Levey (1998, p. 199) 

 

‘The moment of homecoming that anchors us in our own affective body and its shifting play of sensibilities both 

requires and can generate a special type of situation.’  

Behnke (2010, p. 15)  



 

 195 

6.1 Course specifications 

Given the breadth and depth of meditative practices, Davidson and Kaszniak (2015) stress the need 

for richer descriptions:  

 

‘A particular problem for the interpretation and integration of research on mindfulness and other 

meditation practices and interventions concerns the variety of possible traditions and trainings that 

have been studied.’ (p. 583).  

 

Hence this chapter has two purposes; first to present an overview of the course and rationale for its 

content, and second to present the course modifications made in light of ongoing action research. 

There is considerable variation of mindfulness-based approaches (Chiesa & Malinowski, 2011) and 

subsequent challenges in reviewing impact, effects and outcome measures (Goyal et al., 2014). 

Mindfulness is often used as a broad-brush term in studies to describe the practice, despite it perhaps 

doing different things to standardised MBSR/MBCT training programmes (Lutz et al., 2015). Hence it 

is necessary to provide as much detail on the nature of the course and meditation types, including a 

clear rationale for the contents of the course and how they connect the meditative practices to integral 

development. Overall, my course and teaching take an integral approach, which I do not see as a 

significant problem in qualitative studies on meditation in the field of higher education.  

Section 6.4 introduces data analysis, showing how the course content was modified after each 

post-course cycle. These initial research findings are generated from two forms of reflective data, both 

previously discussed in section 5.10. The first type are my own reflections concerning the structure, 

sequencing, pace, group dynamics and interactions, and other rhythms of the course itself from the 

keeping of field notes and a research diary. The second type of data is generated from students’ 

written and spoken critical reflections at the end of key phases within each course and at the end of 

each of the three courses offered. Modifications were thus made in anticipation of each of the 

following course cycles. Much of this type of data has contributed to an exploration in high-impact 

practices for supporting the integration of meditation in higher education pedagogy and curriculum. 

The remainder of the data generated are intended to directly address the research questions grouped 
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into three areas of inquiry: personal change and/or newfound knowledge, direct practical experiences, 

and intentions on integration. These research findings are discussed in the following chapter, 

Chapter Seven. 

The course at the heart of the research design for this study is Mind-work: Practical Self-

Inquiry for Personal- and Work-life Relationships. The course is open to interested students of all 

years of study on the China-campus and is a blended learning course, taught 50% online and 50% 

face-to-face. It is worth 10-credits as part of the Nottingham Advantage Award (NAA) tri-campus 

scheme, led by our Careers Development Office (CDO). This scheme enables our students to enrol on 

an additional two to three courses each worth either 10-credits (approximately 100-hours of study) or 

20-credits (approximately 200-hours of study), at any point throughout their academic programmes. If 

students achieve a total of 30-credits during their degree programmes they are finally awarded an 

NAA, which is an achievement that appears on the students’ final degree certificates. In the best-case 

scenario, it is also an achievement that has lasting effects on students’ professional and personal 

development. There is a variety of NAA courses available to our students, all attract and encourage 

interdisciplinary, personal and professional interests. All courses aim to develop desirable career-

enhancing qualities and skills, from practical and linguistic skills to interpersonal skills and other 

employability skills.  

Information on the NAA as well as a list of NAA courses that are currently on offer to our 

students are accessible from the university website (see University of Nottingham Ningbo China, 

www.nottingham.edu.cn). For the NAA scheme, as a teaching and learning platform for personal and 

professional development, I felt it necessary to include the terms “work-life relationships” in the 

course name, which has since been modified to Integral development and mind-work for relationships 

with the self and the other to reflect the emphasis on emotions or affect, the role of bodies and integral 

development. At the time of constructing this course however, I was concerned that without the key 

words “work-life”—which is only addressed in one part out of seven—the course would not likely get 

approved by our UK campus (UNUK), which regulates and quality assures all our courses. My course 

differs greatly from the others on offer in that it focuses on interpersonal development by drawing 

upon two stillness meditative practices as well as critical reflection for the integration of personal 
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change and/or newfound knowledge. The course specifications released to students and approved by 

our UNUK campus can be reviewed in Appendix 4. 

 

6.2 Rationale for the course  

Designing a course for university students that had a highly personal focus was indeed necessary, but 

a highly professional focus was not at all. This is because, like Palmer and Zajonc (2010) and others 

who critiques the fragmented approach to teaching and supporting learning in higher education (see 

Lewis, 2006; see Taylor, 2010; Simmer-Brown, 2009), I view the separation of the professional and 

the personal as not only arbitrary and of little value, but also as potentially damaging to the way in 

which pedagogues and students see themselves in relation to their work and their learning. 

Nevertheless, I soon realised that the most practical means of constructing and delivering a course to 

our students—a contemplative course that meets the three criteria that I outline in section 4.1 of 

Chapter Four—was via the NAA scheme on our campus.  

The rationale for this course, however, is coincidentally echoed repeatedly by the hosts at the 

start NAA Welcome Fair: that interpersonal skills are the most sought after from graduates entering 

“the real-world” for twenty-first century students (Higher Education Academy, HEA, 2018). What is 

often little mentioned is that the interpersonal is incredibly dependent on the development of—among 

other confidence- and character-building skills—the intrapersonal. For example, taking the term 

‘othering’, when a person others another person they perceive as different to them it teaches what a 

person thinks of themselves. This is because to other is to directly juxtapose an other to oneself. 

Turning inwards for development and knowledge, as opposed to outwards, which is a more natural 

inclination for social beings of human mind (see Wright, 2017), offers individuals insight into, for 

example, how they implicate their relationships and interactions positively, neutrally or negatively. In 

turn, meditation offers an ideal inward-focused vehicle for the unpacking, examination and 

development of the intrapersonal. Meditative practices explicitly encourage introspection, 

contemplation and critical reflection. Hence this course, unlike most others, esteems the development 

of the intrapersonal above all—and the pedagogic tools used for this deep work is meditation. There 
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are many ways to design and run elective courses at my institution but the NAA scheme provided me 

with the most suitable educational sub-context for this study.  

 

6.2.1 Integral development: The development of interpersonal relationships through the development 

of intrapersonal relationships 

The quotation at the start of this chapter by Levey and Levey (1998) encapsulates much of the work 

involved in meditative processes. Meditative processes develop our understanding of the nature of 

relationships as inextricably complex and intertwined. We define ourselves in relation to others. We 

define others in relation to ourselves. There is growing body of literature that emphasises the 

transformational value of students contemplating difficult emotions—their own and of others (see 

Dutro, 2008; see Johnston Hurst, 2010; see Konrad, 2010). Indeed, I echo Burack (2014) in arguing 

that many significant transformations arise from a willingness to bring the light of consciousness to 

difficult emotions towards oneself and others. In Chapter Three, I drew attention to 

evolutionary/biological explanations for the condition of the human mind. Adopting this 

understanding of the human mind and meditation—when contextualised for university students—is as 

much about understanding and knowing the other as it is about knowing and understanding the self. 

The inextricable link between intrapersonal and interpersonal relationships and how they interplay 

with psychological wellbeing has too been a significant consideration in the construction of scales and 

measurement tools for assessing mindfulness meditation interventions (see Brown & Moskowitz, 

1998; see Brown & Ryan, 2003; see Shapiro & Schwartz, 1999).  

In the research findings synthesised in Chapter Four, the specific effects on “improve 

interpersonal relationships quality and functioning” yielded a wide-range of further reported effects, 

such as being more forgiving towards others and valuing non-friends as well as friends. Interpersonal 

relationships are often highlighted in academic courses and programmes of study as desirable for 

future university-educated citizens, but seldom explicitly addressed in such courses and programmes 

of study unless experiential modes of learning, involving service-learning initiatives or work 

placements feature considerably. If highlighted at all, interpersonal relationships, are discussed as 

being out there, as relationships that are cultivated through the acquisition of refined linguistic, 
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problem-solving and organisational skills (HEA, 2018). Seldom are interpersonal relationships 

discussed as being entirely dependent on the development of intrapersonal relationships, at least at my 

place of work. Perhaps this is also because of the tendency of the dominant objectivist model of 

education to search outwardly for knowledge as a priori. Perhaps it is because many pedagogues feel 

uncomfortable teaching for the development of the intrapersonal. Perhaps many students also do. 

Nonetheless, it remains widely acknowledged that interpersonal relationship quality and functioning 

implicate all life contexts. Magee (2016) argues that ‘the most salient intrapersonal manifestations of 

the capacity for awareness noted […] appear to be the overall well-being, sense of wholeness and 

commitment to ethics that is known as integrity.’ (p. 11). This stance connects the interpersonal 

explicitly with inner work. Additionally, the regulation of inner processes affects interaction 

responses (see Pinazo & Vazquez, 2014). What is more, intrapersonal relationship quality and 

functioning can be developed and improved just as the interpersonal can, as a number of the studies 

summarised in section 4.3 of Chapter Four indicated.  

This course is advertised to all students who were interested in developing their interpersonal 

relationship quality and functioning through the development of their intrapersonal relationship 

quality and functioning. This is not only because the interpersonal is dependent on the intrapersonal, 

but also because the development of the intrapersonal adopts meditative practices that are more 

subjective and personalised than other conventional pedagogic approaches to learning and knowing. 

The sampling process adopted for selecting students was described in section 5.9 of Chapter Five.  

   

6.2.2 Course accreditation and the subsequent implications for this study 

It was of great importance to ensure that this elective course was accredited for two main reasons. 

First, developing a meditation practice requires a huge commitment. Hence it was necessary for this 

elective course to be credit bearing so that it could “compete” with other NAA courses available and 

attract those who were highly motivated to study. This commitment enabled me to examine subtle 

changes over time in the students’ experiences more deeply since the course ran for one entire 

semester, approximately 16-weeks. I understand that a potential shortcoming of the research design is 

that data is generated from students who are motivated by accreditation upon completion of the course. 
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This limitation discussed in Chapter Seven when I reflect upon my methodological approach and 

research design with regards to how I then analyse, organise and present the research findings. Second, 

advertising this comparatively unconventional course to students at the NAA Welcome Fair at the start 

of each semester enabled me to position the course in an appropriate context, in which those students 

interested in their own integral development and meditation as a tool and/or practice, are likely to be 

present and thus apply based on their personal and professional motivations. 

 

6.2.3 Why the course takes a blended learning approach 

Blended learning—a form of partially online learning—has become an increasingly popular trend in 

higher education for its potential to provide students with more flexible access to content at any time 

and from any place (Means, Toyama, Murphy & Baki, 2013; Graham, 2005; Rooney, 2003; Watson, 

2008). My decision to take a blended learning approach to this course was partly pedagogic and partly 

practical. I am experienced in creating and running both online and blended learning courses at 

university level, and I am aware that they are not only money- and time-saving approaches, but that 

they also offer great potential to improve the quality and responsiveness of service to students 

(Rudestam & Schoenholtz-Read, 2010).  

Online and blended learning advocates further argue that additional reasons for embracing 

this medium of instruction include current technology’s support for a degree of interactivity, social 

networking, collaboration, and reflection that can enhance learning relative to normal classroom 

conditions (Rudestam & Schoenholtz-Read, 2010). Bonk and Graham (2005) have described a 

blended learning approach as a combination of face-to-face instruction and computer-mediated 

teaching. Blended learning has been defined as ‘any time a student learns at least in part in a 

supervised brick-and-mortar location away from home and at least in part through online delivery 

with some element of student control over time, place, path and/or pace’ (Horn & Staker, 2010, p. 3) 

and as a course that is a blend of the online and face-to-face, in which ‘a substantial proportion of the 

content is delivered online, typically uses online discussions, typically has some face-to-face 

meetings’ (Allen & Seaman, 2003, p. 6). 50% of this course content is delivered online, via the 

institution’s Virtual Learning Environment (VLE), Moodle, which is more than the 25% advocated by 



 

 201 

Means, Toyama, Murphy and Baki (2013). The online content introduced previously in section 6.1 in 

the course specifications can be reviewed in Appendix 4.  

The remaining 50% of the course content was delivered face-to-face and includes: fortnightly 

group discussion meetings (compulsory); near-daily drop-in meditation sessions (optional but 

recommended); and weekly office hour drop-ins (optional if needed). The reasons for structuring this 

course in such a manner are multiple, some reflect institutional constraints, while some are more 

pedagogically sound: 

• Online resources allow students to visit, revisit and explore in their own time, which offers 

some flexibility with the pace of learning, and therefore, provides ripe conditions for the 

kinds of critical reflection, introspection and contemplation required from formal meditative 

practices; 

• All meditative practices are to be practiced in silence and without haste, as are most 

contemplative practices (Barbezat & Bush, 2014; Burack, 2014), and so students are given 

access to a collection of audio meditation practices for each of the seven parts to practice in 

silence independently. The generous fortnightly spacing of each of the course sessions further 

accommodate this;   

• The value of sharing, supporting and listening in groups also plays a significant role in the 

process of making-meaning and integrating of meditative experiences, thus the group 

discussion meetings were crucial for student-participants engaged in processes of meditative 

inquiry (Bush, 2011; Barbezat & Bush, 2014; Bach & Alexander, 2015; Berila, 2014, 2016);  

• I, as teacher-researcher, can monitor the regularity and consistency of student participation 

and task completion very easily through the VLE, Moodle;  

• I, as teacher-researcher, could collect the data digitally and it could be stored securely and 

privately, further protecting the student-participants’ dignity and anonymity, and also 

protecting the data from being lost, tampered with or damaged;  

• I, as teacher-researcher, could be readily available via a number of different communication 

channels (email, forum, WeChat social media group, group discussion meetings, near-daily 
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drop-in meditation sessions, and optional weekly office hours) in order to support and guide 

the student-participants throughout the course and deal with any potentially troubling and 

sensitive issues that may arise;  

• As this is an elective course for students of all years and programmes of study with different 

timetables, the online platform provided a space in which students were able to unite freely 

and openly with one another, ordinarily far less possible on other more conventional 

programmes of study;  

• As this is an elective course, students could not be expected to dedicate the same amount of 

time as they do to their main academic programmes, hence, some space and ability to manage 

their independent study time is generally highly-valued by the students enrolled on NAA 

courses. 

 

The blended learning format of the course has mostly been successful, with the vast majority 

of students reporting that they have appreciated the flexibility and freedom it afforded them above all. 

Nonetheless, the most frequent criticism of the format—valid criticism for enhancement of the overall 

student experience—was the lack of opportunity to deepen some relationships with other course 

mates they might not ordinarily meet through more regular face-to-face student-student classroom 

contact time. I attempt to address this in my proposed future modifications of the course in section 6.4.  

 

6.3 Origins of the course content 

Providing information on the modernisation, origins or derivations of the meditative practice supports 

an understanding of the source of the intervention and allows for an integration of the findings into a 

broader historical and contemporary practice context (Davidson & Kaszniak, 2015). It is challenging 

to describe where and when the course content was born, since it is an accumulation of years of 

culturally-varied theoretical study, coupled with extensive ongoing living practice. As is my 

experience teaching and researching in higher education. Here I attempt to shed light on the 

dimensions of meditation and meditative practices that were intentionally incorporated into this 

course alongside their pedagogical legitimisations. The chakra, according to the classical yogic 
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worldview, as part of the ancient (and modern; see www.3ho.org) system of kundalini yoga. With his 

seminar in 1932, Jung brought the until-then obscure and incomprehensible practice of kundalini yoga 

and its complex and complete symbolic system to the attention of Western psychology (Clark, 1994). 

‘When [the chakra are] examined in depth, [they] yields a detailed description of the path of 

enlightenment’ (Zeltzer, 2002). The system of kundalini yoga identifies seven chakra stages in the 

development of higher consciousness. Zeltzer (2002) deepens the meaning of the Sanskrit term 

chakra: 

 

‘The word means “wheel”, and each chakra is a wheel or a world unto itself: a complete symbolic 

system, a state of mind—a totality of behaviour, thought, and emotional entanglement.’ (p. 34).  

 

Although the chakra are stages of development—closest to one’s selfhood to furthest away from 

one’s selfhood—I am cautious to promote the notion of stages of consciousness. I explicated this in 

Chapter Three because the awakening process is not always linear and thinking in terms of stages or 

levels generally limits openness towards experience.  

 

 

Figure 6.3 The emotional body in correlation to the seven parts of the course 
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They are all significant and just as non or minimal attentional training (samatha) limits the capacity 

for refinement of awareness into insight (vipassana), working with the lower chakra are just as 

significant as working with the higher chakra. The seven chakra are located, experienced and 

understood in the mind-body/body-mind. They are metaphorical and energetic sites in the body that 

connect us to ourselves, others in relation to us and the world in relation to us. By organising the 

course at the heart of this study according to the classical yogic worldview of the seven chakra 

depicted in Figure 6.3 and renamed as various types of “relationships”, the course progressed 

fortnightly from the closest relationships (“anchoring relationships”) with ourselves and with others, 

to the most distant relationships (“universal relationships”). 

 

6.3.1 The two meditative practices in the course 

As already discussed, much of the research on the integration of meditation into higher education has 

been on Transcendental meditation mindfulness meditation, and zazen meditation, with fewer studies 

on kundalini yoga and sahaja yoga. The most promising results and extensive research studies have 

come from studies in mindfulness, and I acknowledge that mindfulness-based approaches are: 

• the most extensively studied through valid scientific inquiry in both higher education and in 

various other contexts (see Kabat-Zinn, 2017); and  

• the most secular/mainstreamed and the most accessible for a mixed group of students from 

different disciplines, years of study and backgrounds (see Rose, 1998).   

Despite being an effective and efficient practice, mindfulness has its limitations, which I discussed in 

Chapter Two and Chapter Three. Hence, the subheading of this study “beyond mindfulness”. 

Towards the end of Chapter Two I initiated this discussion in “matters of mind”. I now elaborate 

further. Firstly, mindfulness of breathing gently eases the student-participants into silent inward-

focused practices. Following mindfulness of breathing meditation practices—as the course name 

clearly states—students practice self-inquiry meditation. This is a type of meditation that requires 

critical reflection for processing and integrating experiences and any newfound knowledge. I have yet 

to identify self-inquiry in any research studies on meditation in higher education. This is significant 
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because self-inquiry is highly personalised and so a great deal of caution and sensitivity must be taken 

on the part of the practitioner-researcher, which I previously addressed in section 5.6 of Chapter 

Five, when I discuss the ethics of this research in great detail.  

In the near-daily drop-in meditation sessions, only the mindfulness of breathing meditations 

were guided by me. Students worked through the self-inquiry meditations once each at their own pace, 

under conditions as comfortable and distraction-free as possible. Some students reported that 

conditions in their dormitories (sharing with six other students) were not particularly conducive. In 

these cases, students found it easier to work through the self-inquiry meditations outside near the 

secluded lake on campus, in a room they booked in one of the new teaching buildings on campus, or 

tucked away in one of the self-study rooms on a day that was typically less busy.  

  

6.3.1.1 Mindfulness of breathing as the preparatory embodied samatha into vipassana practice  

The preparatory practice is a series of meditations on mindfulness of breathing, largely concentrative 

for cultivating attention into awareness (samatha) leading to the cultivation of awareness into insight 

(vipassana) by gently exposing the mind to techniques for prolonging and sustaining stillness. Like 

many others in the field (see Benson, 1996; see Lewis, 2006; see Weil, 1999), I regard the breath as a 

master key for entering a practice by directly and rapidly anchoring the practitioner in the body. 

Becoming acquainted with the repeated habit patterns of their minds, the ongoing internal chatter, and 

the most dominant distressing thoughts and obstacles that repeatedly surface is foundational 

preparation for those new to meditation. Since students enrolled on the course have little to no 

previous experience with meditation, the practice of mindfulness is intended to prepare students for 

the deeper surgical work of self-inquiry, which is potentially very perturbing and rather challenging, 

even for habitual meditators.  

Student-participants are guided in the form of one different mindfulness of breathing practice 

between 20-30 minutes per day for each of the seven parts of the course, that is seven different 

mindfulness of breathing practices. These practices are also led by me in the near-daily drop-in 

meditation sessions as well as the fortnightly group discussion meetings. Students are required to 

practice daily by using the audio materials or by attending the near daily drop-in meditation sessions. 



 

 206 

The mindfulness of breathing meditations in this course are intended to enable students to access the 

first notion of the mind-body (manas in Sanskrit) that Ergas (2013a) describes in his Body-Oriented-

Pedagogy, discussed initially in section 4.6 of Chapter Four. This notion remains at the level of the 

sensed body, in which thinking is kept at bay by practising awareness of the present moment, as many 

meditative practices such as mindfulness teach effectively.  

 

6.3.1.2 Self-inquiry meditations on relationships with self and other as the main embodied practice 

towards disidentification 

The main practice of self-inquiry meditation is guided in the form of two 30-minute meditations based 

on each of the seven relationships, that is fourteen different self-inquiry practices in total throughout 

the entire course. Each course part contains two self-inquiry meditations generously spaced out by a 

fortnight. Indeed, time and space are needed for critical reflection and later integration. Earliest 

recorded teachings of self-inquiry as a practical tool originated in India in the early 1900s from Sri 

Ramana Maharshi’s teachings, but the concept exists in some of the earliest non-dualist teachings, 

Advaita Vedanta (literally translating from the Sanskrit as ‘not two’).  

Maharshi was an influential teacher of self-inquiry and is still recognised today in classical 

and Neo-Vedanta schools of thought. However, his philosophical teachings, are intellectually 

invigorating, but often fail to provide working practices that sufficiently take self-inquiry into the 

experiential and affective domain of learning. Indeed, Maharshi wrote very little down and only 

produced his most cited Who Am I? Nar Yar? text (printed as a pamphlet in 1988 but written down 

decades earlier) from being urged by his students at that time. Self-inquiry is an advanced practice and 

one may move towards a non-dualist worldview naturally with sustained meditative practices of many 

kinds. However, I have been disappointed by the lack of actual practical teachings available for the 

practice of self-inquiry. That is not because Maharshi did not provide practical teachings to his 

students, but that without a systematic approach to self-inquiry, it can leave students—particularly 

inexperienced students without strong foundations in a meditation practice—with intellectual rather 

than practical knowledge. Non-dualism, already philosophically challenging for the mind, remains 

abstract and theorised without systematic practice.  
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It seems that self-inquiry then, can operate in a limited (or even contradictory) manner if 

devoid of foundational meditation practices followed by specific meditation practices and techniques. 

Simply asking the question “Who am I?” might be an interesting one, but without experiential 

practices, remains theorised and thus understandings can lack deeper impact. I have especially noticed 

the vulgar and shallow way in which a number of Neo-Vedanists teach self-inquiry: as a dismissal—

or worst, disassociation—of thoughts and sensations and therefore, “simply ignore them! They are not 

real”. Yet, “who am I?” is not an arbitrary question: it is the deepest form of education as an 

exploratory path and never-ending process. Widespread and well-developed are the Vedantic 

teachings of Dr David Frawley of the American Institute for Vedic Studies (see www.vedanet.org), 

who describes self-inquiry as a simple process: 

 

‘One traces the root of one’s thoughts back to the I-thought, from which all other thoughts 

arise and diverge. This is initiated by the question “Who am I?” or similar questions about 

one’s true identity. All our thoughts are based directly or indirectly on the thought the self. 

Our thoughts consist of two components: a subjective factor – I, me or mine – and an 

objective factor – a state, condition or object with which we are involved – our own body and 

mind or external circumstances like our relationships, possessions or activities. We get caught 

in the object portion and fail to look within to see our true nature apart from these external 

conditioning influences.’   

 

Frawley produces sophisticated multimedia courses on Vedanta, yet his system for self-inquiry is not 

made explicit. One modern non-dualist method, which I have worked extensively with, bridges this 

gap between philosophy and practice. It is a system that makes neither the philosophy reducible to 

sound bites or intellectualism, nor the practice convoluted or vague. The method of Byron Katie, The 

Work of Byron Katie (see www.thework.com/en) adopts neutral language for instruction and 

explication. The Work, because of its accessible approach and the significant addition of writing down 

thoughts prior to questioning is highly practical and user-friendly, has been adapted and drawn upon 

in each of the course parts, and drawn upon in its pure form in part 4—“Inner Relationships”. The 

‘Judge-Your-Neighbour Worksheet’ and ‘Instructions for Doing The Work’ can be downloaded from 
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www.thework.com/en. The worksheet was also used as part of the preparation for the self-inquiry 

practice in part 4 of my course and the instructions were given as one of the guided self-inquiry 

meditation practices. It provides a series of open and closed questions that are used to encourage deep 

questioning of thoughts on oneself and others. They promote locating the answer from within and 

Byron Katie is careful in her teachings not to provide students with any answers herself, watching any 

of her videos with students on the website indicates this clearly (see www.thework.com/en). Each 

self-inquiry practice in this course, unlike the daily mindfulness of breathing practice, is completed 

only once, and the experience is then used for critical reflection as the main element of the fortnightly 

reflective writing tasks.  

Student-participants, also unlike the daily mindfulness practice, are guided to write down their 

feelings and thoughts as they emerge in their practice. Self-inquiry meditation affords greater depth 

and profundity if engaged with openly and experientially, but because of the approach of 

deconstructing thoughts, it can lend itself well to independent analytical pedagogic tasks. This is 

beneficial in one way and problematic in another. It is beneficial in that students are familiar with 

these types of tasks from their academic study, particularly the writing down of personal observations, 

critically reflecting on them and finally deconstructing and examining them.  

It is problematic, however, in that, students can easily adopt an analytical approach. Unlike a 

critical thinking task, this occurs and is experienced without delving deeper through stillness and 

allowing the knowledge to emerge from the body for itself in the meditative process. For this reason, 

writing down the sensations and thoughts means that they cannot escape and must be confronted. The 

process of deconstructing “I-am-ness” thoughts enables students to begin to separate themselves from 

those distressing thoughts, resulting in the capacity to begin to observe them and work with them 

objectively. The practices for self-inquiry meditation are of deeply personal instruction: about and for 

the individual. Self-inquiry—as touched upon in section 3.4 of Chapter Three—is one of the most 

direct practices for rupturing the “self” and moving towards disidentification. And as I stated soon 

into Chapter One, this work is never done.  
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The preparatory mindfulness of breathing practices accustom students to being still and more 

aware. The specific self-inquiry practices all involve asking students to revisit past experiences of 

inner conflict with oneself or a conflict with the other and examine them in more depth; to meditate 

on them. This process can be troubling depending on how traumatic the past experience being 

revisited is, which is why student-participants are continually reminded to only work with their past 

experiences they feel ready to confront and then examine deeply. This is also another reason why 

student-participants are prepared gently for the potentially threatening self-inquiry practices first 

through the mindfulness of breathing practices, and then throughout via ongoing teacher-researcher 

support. As discussed previously in this chapter, the self-inquiry meditations in this course are 

intended to enable students to access the second notion of the mind-body (buddhi in Sanskrit) that 

Ergas (2013a) describes in his Body-Oriented-Pedagogy. This notion is based on the classical yogic 

worldview, turning towards the body as the original site from which philosophical critical reflection 

emerges within thinking. Whatever arise arises, and this what the student needs to learn or know. This 

is their inner learning and knowing for that particular first-person experience.   

 

6.4 The seven main parts that comprise the course content 

Embodiment has been enormously influential over the last decade (see Varela, Thompson & Rosch, 

1991, for the influential book The Embodied Mind) that has largely argued that the mind and body is 

one. Indeed, the embodiment and cognition is a rapidly growing area of scientific study as discussed 

in section 4.4 of Chapter Four. If one conducts an academic literature search, the emotional body 

features in research on the emotional brain and how the heart can transform the mind (see Bennett-

Goleman, 2001) and also in research on practices for healing and psychological wellbeing in trauma 

studies (see Impett, Daubenmier & Hirschman, 2006; see Rhodes, 2015). There is a smaller but 

growing body of academic literature that explicitly discusses the emotional body and its role in 

education and embodied learning (see Evans & Davies, 2011; see Francesconi & Tarozzi, 2012; see 

Shapiro & Stolz, 2018), yet the term also appears in some feminist literature on affect and bodies in 

the classroom (see Levy, 2000; see Nussbaum, 2001; see Probyn, 2004; see Thompson, 2017) and on 
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cultural politics (see Ahmed, 2014), which have influenced my own understanding of the role of the 

body in education, society and culture. The emotional body otherwise mostly appears in new age, 

self-help and spirituality literature. The emotional body is the site from which human experiences are 

enlivened. Traditionally, meditation and other contemplative practices that deal with the exploration 

of the emotional body have sought to give its various dimensions form, as well as to refine awareness 

for feeling and sensing from within it. The emotional body is easily dismissed when its most common 

representations are unapologetically new age in the form of colourful diagrams of the body peppered 

with simplistic labels of one or two words—wisdom, creativity, bliss, love and so forth.  

The emotional body need not be understood in this way. It can be understood—

philosophically, psychologically and physiologically—as the mind-body (see Shapiro, 2006). That is, 

the rift between (or union of) the mind and body that manifests itself in our daily lives (Ergas, 2011). 

This rift results in disconnection and imbalance. For example, in ancient Greece and Rome, the 

system for understanding the interplay between emotions, thoughts, mind and body was known as the 

four humours or energies (see Laughlin, 2018, for a cross-cultural definition of meditative practices). 

In ancient India, mostly in Hinduism, the emotional body is depicted as seven chakra connected by 

nerves (nāḍī in Sanskrit) running throughout and connecting the entire body. One might be familiar 

with the image of a person seated in meditation with colourful ornate symbols (these images are 

called yantra in Sanskrit) marked along the vertical axis of the body along the spinal column from the 

tailbone to the crown. In ancient China, the emotional body is depicted as the five elements (wǔ xíng, 

五行 in Chinese Mandarin) in the shape of a five-pointed star. Each of these five elements is 

connected, instead, by the meridians (jīngluò, 经络 , in Chinese Mandarin) illustrating the 

interconnectedness of the emotional and physiological body as a whole system. The more one 

examines classical traditions, the more the differences between these ancient systems from culture to 

culture and time to time are noticeably merely semantic.  

These semantic differences lead to variations in practices and techniques and of course, 

language. The underlying philosophical idea of the body as the embodied representation of integrity, 

wholeness, and its inextricable interconnection to the mind that underpin them, nevertheless, are 
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virtually the same. Then there is the body in the world, the microcosm as part of a larger macrocosm 

(Berman & Lanza, 2010; Sheldrake, 2012, 2017). In Taoist thought, the body itself is too a 

microcosm of the macrocosm, the world around us, nature, reality, or the universe, to extend our 

vision even further outwards (Deng, 1992; 1996). The original ethos of the emotional body was a way 

to make sense of the mind-body connection as well as the body in the world connection, before 

conducting systematic scientific investigations empirically upon combining first- and third-person 

inquiry was possible. 

Although many have sought to scientifically investigate the emotional body I am doubtful of 

intentions. For example, in a number of studies on sahaja yoga and kundalini yoga meditators have 

reported similar effects to those detailed in Chapter Three and Chapter Four. Despite some meta-

studies that draw some promising conclusions (see Hendriks, 2018 as an example of a comprehensive 

study on the effects on of sahaja yoga), much of the research is conducted in-house (see International 

Sahaja Health & Research Centre; see Kundalini Research Institute). For this reason, they were 

excluded from the summary of the research to date in section 3.7 of Chapter Three. That is not to 

say that the research-participants in these studies are not reporting significant experiences, thoughts 

and perceptions on their meditative experiences. On the contrary, most wellbeing interventions yield 

similar responses from the majority of the research-participants, because wellbeing interventions are 

theory-informed, revised and repeated attempts to enhance people’s sense of their own wellbeing. The 

problem is these research studies are conducted as a means of proving (rather than examining if) a 

particular meditative practice is beneficial or superior to others. of course, then not entirely pursuits of 

open and honest academic inquiry.  

Furthermore, attempting to prove scientifically that the chakra exist as philosophical and 

phenomenological sites in the body is not entirely necessary. Indeed, I find this to be a mind-trap of 

modern applications of meditation in general on proving scientifically for justification within 

academia over the trusting of first-person phenomenological experiences. Much of the purpose of 

raising awareness and understanding the emotional body is to draw one’s attention to paying attention 

to the body—as one’s own teacher—in order to achieve greater self-knowledge and self-

understanding. To return to oneself and find answers from within that support human flourishing of 
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one form or another. A form of empowerment, meditative practices that work with the emotional 

body, foremost, raise one’s awareness of sensing from within the body, as do most meditative 

practices. Secondly, they enable meditators to undertake critical first-person inquiry into how their 

minds (thoughts) and bodies (feelings, sensations and emotions) are inextricably connected. A simple 

example, inquiry into where the feeling of ‘butterflies in one’s stomach’ can be understood by 

heightening one’s ability to observe sensations and thoughts that surface prior to or in the absence of 

making judgements and reacting in haste. The answer is discovered and uncovered in the body and is 

likely linked to a stressful thought about a perceived up-and-coming stressful situation.  

This all might seem basic, and in truth it is. It is uncomplicated. Although these ideas have 

been associated with anti-intellectualism or new age spirituality, mind-body science is not at all 

insubstantial. Its pioneers of the early 1970s have since paved the way for a number of rigorous 

investigations, some of the notable research findings synthesised in Chapter Three. The reason I 

ultimately decided to undertake doctoral studies, is because I grew tired of new age conversations that 

assume the mystic and esoteric as unquestionable knowledge. Although this dogmatism evidently also 

exists in academia, particularly in the hard sciences (Popoveniuc, 2014), new atheism and scientism 

(Sheldrake, 2012), I have longed to examine these ideas with those who can shape my ideas in their 

infancy and scrutinise them in their maturity.  

This work is also an on-going self-reflexive process for me. Undertaking doctoral studies 

supports the exploration on how to blend the philosophical and practical concerns I have in my daily 

life and work. Although through my own practice, I mostly invite explorations of meditation and yoga 

as largely supportive of wellbeing to those who seek it, I am aware that speaking of the chakra and 

other related concepts as though they are easily evidenced scientifically and definitely exist is 

dishonest. The chakra here simply offer a clear metaphorical framework from which to examine the 

nature of relationships because they encompass the relationship we have with ourselves, with others 

and the world in relation to us. To give an example, Muladhara, the first chakra, named “anchoring 

relationships” in my course, can be understood as ‘the seat of survival’ (Singh Khalsa & Stauth, 2011, 

p. 176). Metaphorically, it reflects the root essence of one’s selfhood, that which supports one’s sense 

of security and safety. Physically, it is the closest chakra to the ground. When Muladhara is balanced 
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one’s sense of self relating to those very things that anchor them and themselves in life—such as 

family, home and country—is grounded and stable. When Muladhara is imbalanced one has an 

‘overriding obsession with survival, tribalism and selfhood’ (Singh Khalsa & Stauth, 2011, p. 178).  

Heightening awareness of and inquiry into what the emotional body can teach might seems 

obvious yet living out daily life with this heightened awareness of and inclination to inquiry into it is 

not particularly easy. The culture of speed, for example, is not an external “top down” imposition on 

us by “modern society”. Although modern society is a forceful and dominant manifestation of it, this 

way of things in modern society is entirely expected if our understanding adopts an evolutionary 

perspective of the human mind. For example, reacting at speed on immediate unexamined thoughts is 

highly constructive in certain contexts, such as when the mind perceives serious threat and expects 

potential conflict (see Kabat-Zinn, 1996). The problem is, the majority of the time, these extreme 

threats to our survival are simply not truly present in daily life. At least for those who live in modern 

developed areas and have certain degrees of freedom, safety and agency.  

The emotional body offers individuals this framework—in terms of the types of “identity 

threats”—from which to sense the emotions in the body and thus understand limitations of the mind. 

This is something untrained minds have in common. In immediately attaching thoughts to these 

sensations in our body, the mind is simply playing its role: ‘the mind’s job is to prove that what it 

thinks is true, and it does that by judging and comparing this to that’ (Katie, 2002, p. 10). It does this 

highly efficiently and effectively. It is these thoughts, however, that are seldom accurate and 

proportionate (see Wright, 2017). The thoughts are reactions based on preparing to protect oneself as 

opposed to being based on critical reflections emerging from an open, balanced, inquisitive but still 

mind that engages in non-reaction through paying close attention and observing first and foremost.  

Taoist meditations have sought to give colour, sound and associated primary emotions to the 

emotional body in the form of meditations such as Six Healing Sounds (see Chia, 2009; see Kohn, 

2008). Kundalini yoga has sought to associate its yoga series (kriyā in Sanskrit, roughly translating as 

either ‘effort’, ‘action’ or ‘intention’) with an attitude, quality or philosophical focus on intrapersonal 

development in kriya that are given titles such as finding balance in uncertain times, removing body 

blocks and elevating the mind (Bhajan, 2007, 2013).  
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Sahaja yoga has sought too to give the emotional body colour, quality and associated emotions 

through subtle visualisations and awareness of sensations and temperature emanating from the body. 

It is said to be ‘a simple way to awaken the Kundalini, an inner energy believed to reside in the 

sacrum bone. By awakening the Kundalini, it is believed a yogi can enter into a state of thoughtless 

awareness, or mental silence’ (Hendriks, 2018, p. 2).  

The emotional body and its inevitable associated emotions—positive-neutral-negative forms, 

balanced-imbalanced forms, open-closed, freeing-imprisoning—can also be explored in their 

complexity through critical first-person inquiry because this drastically different mode of learning 

and knowing provides alternative perspectives to the practitioner. What is also interesting about self-

inquiry, is that the process of questioning, is compatible with all other philosophies and practices. For 

example, one might have a sustained practice in a form of yoga, such as hatha yoga or bhakti yoga, 

and as a supporting, deepening or stillness practice, can integrate self-inquiry. Aside from potentially 

deepening mindfulness, self-inquiry offers philosophy and practice. Like mindfulness, it offers attitude 

and technique.  

I also drew upon self-inquiry meditations in my course for this reason. Self-inquiry can be 

integrated into a broad range of philosophical, religious, spiritual traditions as well as various 

experimental psychology approaches. Consequently, in the course self-inquiry meditation is used as a 

integrative technique for deepening any meditative practice as well as for deepening other reflective 

practices. It is a final educational endeavour to inquire into whether there is anything remaining to 

learn and know at the time of inquiry.  

 

6.5 Reflections, modifications and characteristics of each of the three course cycles  

In this section commences the data analysis of the first kind. The data generated of the first kind 

served to improve and refine the course. The richer, multi-voiced data generated from the first-person 

experiences of the students is presented and discussed at length in Chapter Eight. Here, on the other 

hand, follows an overview of course modifications that draw upon data collected specifically for 

reflection-in-action and reflection-on-action of practitioners (see Schön, 1983). The following three 
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forms of quantitative and qualitative data were analysed in order to make post-reflection 

modifications at the end of each course cycle: 

1. some of the reflective analysis of my field notes generated from my personal diary method 

(FN);  

2. a reflective analysis of the fortnightly end of part open-question feedback forms (FF); and 

3. a reflective analysis of the end of course short student feedback questionnaires (FQ), which is 

within the end of course reflective portfolio (RP). 

The unconventional nature of this course meant that much of the course content needed to be tested 

repeatedly to improve quality of experience and practice, as is appropriate for all university course 

curricula but particularly important for courses focused on intrapersonal and interpersonal work.  

 

 

 

Figure 6.5 Cyclical nature of the course—The three course cycles   

 

Where comments or direct quotations from student-participants are included, indications have 

been made as to where the data originated by including the acronyms in parentheses at the end of the 

data (FN, field notes; FF, feedback forms; FQ; feedback questionnaires). The students have also been 

numbered 1-20 from course cycle 1, 2 or 3 (CC1; CC2; CC3) where relevant. Cycles of critical 

reflection and course modification at the end of each semester were necessary in order to improve the 
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engagement and learning potential for adding value to students lives. The course has run thus far for 

three 16-week semesters, and there are still some modifications that I feel are necessary should the 

course run a fourth time. Figure 6.5 depicts the three course cycles and the descriptions that follow it 

are the modifications made post-reflection and their corresponding explanations.  

Some general comments before moving onto course cycle 1 and course cycle 2 reflections, 

across all three course cycles, there were positive student responses to the progression of the course 

from part 1—“anchoring relationships”—to part 7—“universal relationships”—(FF9, FF10, FF14, 

FQ17, FQ20, CC1; FN3, FQ9, FQ16, FQ18, CC2; FN7, FN10, FQ11, FQ12, CC3). Only one student 

responded negatively to the order of the course parts (FQ12, CC1). The majority of students reported 

that all parts left a deep impression (RP4, CC2; RP17, CC3) with some reporting having been left 

with ‘a deep impression’ from part 4—“inner relationships”—especially (RP4, RP12, CC3). While 

most students reported that they found all parts enjoyable and useful (FN13, FQ5, RP20, C1; RP4, 

RP12, CC2; RP9, RP7, CC3), there were three student responses that found some parts were far easier 

to comprehend than others, in particular, parts 1 to 4 (FQ3, CC1; FQ12, FQ7, CC2). Parts 5, 6 and 7 

were considered by the student participants as being far more abstract and thus very challenging to 

grasp at times (FF10, FF15, CC1; FF9, FQ2, CC2; FQ3, CC3). I recognise this is a fair critique. Part 5, 

especially, “intuitive relationships”, was all in all the least popular of all the 7 parts, for the same 

reason: it is abstract. Here it became possible to simplify or scaffold the course content in the short 

video lectures, the self-inquiry meditation guidance and the group discussion meetings that were 

adapted in light of student-participant feedback from course cycle 1 and course cycle 2.  

Additionally, the majority of students who reported that parts 5, 6 and 7 were very abstract, 

found that once they were able to ask questions in the face-to-face group discussion or via the social 

media group on WeChat, their doubts or queries were discussed and clarified (FF10, CC1; FF9, CC2; 

FQ19, CC3). For improvement overall and to facilitate integration, it is possible to ensure that I 

contact students via email or WeChat more regularly in future. That is, between the beginning of each 

online part, and the group discussion meeting towards the end of each fortnight of course study, as a 

means of reminding and inviting students to ask questions in the WeChat group or privately via email, 

should they wish to.  
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6.5.1 Characteristics of course cycle 1 and subsequent post-critical reflection modifications  

In course cycle 1, I was especially—even overly—cautious about placing the student-participants in 

uncomfortable situations. There were only three students in total who had previous experience of 

meditation. Two female students reflected on their previous knowledge and experience as follows: 

 

‘I do like your introduction to loving-kindness meditation, because I do find it helpful and useful to 

practice daily. I was taught about this way of meditation long time ago by my father but never 

consistently practice it. It is amazing that by just sitting by myself, trying to develop more love and 

forgive more people and forget my anger and hatred, can help me relieve my own self, and also help 

others to be more loving. Will try to give more effort in meditating! Thank you for your teaching and 

motivation.’ (RP 12, CC1). 

 

‘Actually, I did meditation some time before, because my mom does it every time before she goes to 

bed. But there is something different between what I learned from my mom and this course. When my 

mom does meditation, she always reads some words silently in her mind while we just focus on our 

breath in the first three practices. I tried both ways, honestly speaking, focusing on the breath suits me 

better and I can be more concentrated. In the future, mind-work practice can help me calm down and be 

more self-aware, in the meantime, I think it can improve my willpower.’ (RP4, CC2). 

 

And one male student who openly shared in informal discussions with me and other students his 

enthusiasm and experiences with some Taoist, yogic and Buddhist meditative practices (FN19, CC3). 

All other students who were accepted and enrolled on the course had almost no previous experience 

with meditation.  

I was thus concerned that the entire course might be an uncomfortable and overly exposing 

experience for them, particularly based on the types of probing nature of self-inquiry meditation 

questions and the subsequent critical reflections required from student-participants. Indeed, 

meditation and other contemplative practices tend to lay bare our most vulnerable selves and this can 

be quite troubling, depending on what exactly is laid bare and for which individual (see Wilber, 1993; 

see Burack, 2014). After course cycle 1, I realised that I was too cautious. I had begun to feel as 

though I was infantilising the students. Indeed, these types of courses tend to attract students who are 

interested in and hence prepared to engage in deep transformative work (Burack, 2014). Creating the 
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safe, open, welcoming environment and reciprocal teacher-student relationship was the most 

important endeavour that could be done in order to ensure a sense of safety and warmth for the 

student-participants (see Arao & Clemens, 2013; see Palfrey, 2017, for educational research that 

builds on ‘safe spaces’ by introducing the term ‘brave spaces’).  

Since the students had chosen to enrol based on their personal interest and motivation, they 

were open to experiencing what meditation had to offer them and, as the course implies, offer their 

relationships. Just as students cannot be shielded from “real-life”, they cannot be shielded from 

undertaking the kind of deep surgical practice of self-inquiry. I, as teacher-researcher, can only ensure 

that student-participants feel safe in my classroom and make myself available for personal tutorials 

and office hours if student-participants request additional personal support. In addition to the three 

major changes detailed below in Table 6.5a, the sampling process was also modified at the end of this 

first course cycle to carefully select student-participants, which I described in full in section 5.9 of 

Chapter Five.  

 
 Major modifications Justifications for the modifications made 

1 

The addition of face-to-

face meditation practice 

at the start of each 

fortnightly group 

discussion meeting. 

A high number of student-participants on course cycle 1 provided feedback that they 

would have preferred some face-to-face meditation sessions because they found it 

difficult to self-direct, despite having access to the daily meditation audio material (FF2, 

FF5, FQ4, FQ14, FQ19, FQ20, FN3, FN6, FN7, FN15).  

2 

The addition of one 15-

minute “FAQs webinar” 

for each of the seven 

parts. 

A number of the same questions on the course content emerged from students, which 

enabled me to see the likely areas for frequently asked questions that could be relevant 

for the future groups of students who are enrolled on the course. 

3 

The refinement of the 

fortnightly reflective 

writing task requirements 

and some elements of the 

end of course reflective 

portfolio. 

The openness and flexibility of task requirements meant that some students were not 

providing full in-depth answers. Instead, a few students simply selected 1-2 bullet points 

to address briefly. Furthermore, the reflective writing task did not distinguish between 

student experiences of mindfulness of breathing and student experiences of self-inquiry 

which provided imprecise and inconclusive data for many of the reflective writing tasks 

in the course cycle 1. Refer to Appendix 7 for two samples that present a comparison of 

both differences in the students’ completed tasks for course cycle 1 as well as one sample 

of the fortnightly reflective writing tasks for the course cycle 2 (RP6, RP5, CC1; RP13, 

CC2) onwards.  

 

Table 6.5a Course modifications made at the end of course cycle 1 
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6.5.2 Characteristics of course cycle 2 and subsequent post-critical reflection modifications 

In course cycle 2, the inclusion of the face-to-face practice was highly beneficial to students (FF2, 

FF5, FF18; FQ9, FQ16, FN13, FN19, CC2). Immediately after the face-to-face practice at the 

beginning of each group discussion meeting, student-participants had the time and space to raise 

questions that had emerged relating to the direct practice that they might otherwise forget in their 

home practice. Thus, post-meditation inquiry opportunities practice is highly conducive to facilitating 

subsequent deeper critical reflection and integration. There was a limitation to the group discussion 

practice: the classroom set up for university classroom teaching, was not an ideal meditation space. 

The room was impersonal and did not comfortably allow for a short relaxation at the end of the 

meditation practice, which I consistently recommend as a means for students to experience a 

continued meditative state without extended exertion in the body.  

Although the classroom was far better than no face-to-face practice at all, it was uninviting 

and did not exactly facilitate the kind of safe and comfortable environment I had hoped for. As a 

result, I was grateful for being given a peaceful meditation room that I am responsible for on our 

campus. I continue to use for drop-in meditation sessions to this day. Further to this, I decided to add 

end of course structured interviews as part of the course assessment. I explained in Chapter Five how 

this enabled me to ensure two important concerns. The first, safety of the student-participants, that 

they able to dialogue with me and reflect further on their learning as the course came to an end. The 

second, greater trustworthiness of the data generated, as well as generalisation of richer, more 

personalised and complex data of the student-participants’ experiences.  

The second change detailed in the Table 6.5b made little notable positive difference, and one 

fourth year female student reported that she found the case studies confusing as the focus on the 

course content shifted suddenly from the first-person perspective to the third-person perspective 

(FQ12, CC3). I have considered using the case studies only as a back-up task and not as a compulsory 

task in the future running of this course. Some other frequent suggestions from students to make the 

group discussion meetings more dynamic and engaging were working on group projects rather than 

individual projects, being compelled to share more in class, and offering advice to each other (FF1, 
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FQ14, FQ15, FQ20; CC1; FF2; FQ11; FQ15, CC2; FF1; FQ7; FQ4; CC3). One student also 

suggested working on group projects as opposed to individual projects (FQ15; CC1). This is an 

interesting suggestion worthy of careful consideration as it could work in a peer-supportive manner, 

further strengthening the ethical principles of the course and the research design.  

 

 Major modifications Justifications for the modifications made 

1 

The addition of near 

daily meditation drop-

in sessions and a 

peaceful meditation 

room on campus. 

 

I am aware that self-directing one’s own practice—despite having access to a range of 

suitable materials—is not at all a straightforward process. Based on my own experience as 

a habitual meditator, I very much appreciated the drop-ins that were available to me during 

my own training as they propelled me and motivated me to deepen my practice with the 

on-going support of a teacher/facilitator and also of my peers. I was concerned that the 

rooms on our campus available to me were not warm, welcoming and quiet enough for 

students who are new to meditation, and so although it took time and effort to request, 

process, decorate and finally purchase suitable meditation props, I was generously 

allocated a meditation room as part of our Residential College on our campus. Students 

were extremely grateful for having regular access to this space (FN2, FN5, FN, 16, FN17, 

FN20, FQ5, FQ9, FQ11, FQ13, FQ20). 

2 

The reorganisation of 

the group discussion 

meeting material as 

well as addition of 

case studies and group 

work. 

 

I had been concerned from the very first group discussion meeting that open discussions 

might fall flat because the student-participants’ personal narratives are of course, not easy 

to share out loud in a classroom with more than twenty others. Student-participants overall 

have been generous in the sharing of these narratives in the fortnightly reflective writing 

tasks, but in spoken form, it is altogether much more to ask of them. Indeed, as discussed 

in the previous chapter, writing about one’s personal experiences and emotional responses 

to a situation involving others is less threatening, embarrassing and intimidating than 

speaking about it in a group. As a result, I prepared a number of first-person examples to 

create a warm, personalised atmosphere in the group discussion meetings, and also decided 

to include two more elements to offer diversity to students: case studies (on hypothetical 

“real-people” outside of the classroom to create an emotional distance in case necessary for 

student-participants who feel especially uncomfortable) and more group work (to 

encourage sharing and discussion in smaller groups). It must be noted that I always remind 

student-participants that they are not compelled to share if they do not wish to at the start 

of each group discussion task. As such, the addition of third-person case studies can also be 

seen as an ethical safeguard. For the group discussion meeting worksheets introduced in 

course cycle 3, one student found the addition of the case studies confusing (FQ12, CC3).  

3 

The addition of end of 

course structured 

interviews. 

As discussed in the previous chapter, phenomenological experiences are especially 

challenging for individuals to express through language. For trustworthiness and 

triangulation of data, I added structured interviews to the course cycle 3, discussed as a 

data generation method in Chapter Five and also Chapter Seven. In particular, I justified 

why structured interview questions were chosen rather than the typically more fluid and 

expansive semi- or un-structured interview questions.  

 

Table 6.5b Course modifications made at the end of course cycle 2 
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Certainly, it seemed that the overall weakest element, according to most students, of the entire course 

was the energy and dynamism in the fortnightly group discussion meetings. I consider much of this 

being down to my own overly tentative approach. I was too careful not to expose students too much in 

open-class discussion. Further course design modifications are discussed in section 9.4 of Chapter 

Nine.  

 

6.6 Brief explorations of students’ motivations for withdrawing from the course  

In order to acknowledge all experiences of students enrolled on the course, as can be seen from 

Figure 5.9 in Chapter Five, on each of the three cycles two students withdrew (FN21, FN22, CC1; 

FN21, FN21, CC2; FN21, FN22, CC3). Students withdrawing can teach as much as student 

completing with regards to best practice, so I must give them some time here. Although invited to, 

these students did not provide much feedback.  

In course cycle 1, one fourth year female student withdrew and one second year female 

student. The former withdrew after the welcome meeting that the latter just over halfway through the 

course. When I asked these students their motivations for withdrawing, one student stated that were 

nothing wrong with the course, but that she was in her final year and felt she could not commit to 

regular practice for 16-weeks (FN21, CC1). The other student slipped behind with her fortnightly 

reflective writing tasks, and when I offered her extra time to complete the end of course portfolio, she 

was grateful but declined on the grounds that she felt she did not deserve the extra time because of her 

poor commitment to the work (FN22, CC1). I thought this was a pity since she had submitted some 

beautiful reflective writing tasks for parts 1, 2 and 4 of the course.   

In course cycle 2, the two students withdrew. One was second year male student and the other 

was a fourth year female student. The first student contributed considerably in the group discussion 

meetings, but wrote only one fortnightly reflective writing task for part 1 of the course. This student 

withdrew, but incidentally, contacted me several months later to discuss some of the course content 

and how to apply it to a troubled romantic relationship he was having at the time (FN21, CC2). 

Sometimes, to echo Thompson (2017), the seemingly least engaged or committed students surprise 
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you the most. A reminder that we should make no assumptions about student engagement and 

commitment on these types of courses since much of the content is slow-burning for many: it requires 

time and space for critical reflection and integration. The other student withdrew suddenly without 

informing me and did not respond to any of my several attempts at contact to check if she was well 

(FN22, CC2). Although on our NAA courses 2 student withdrawals out of 22 students in total is 

considered extremely low since they are elective low-credit courses, this did and continues to concern 

me. I am still unsure if her withdrawal was due to a difficult experience she had on the course or 

something more innocuous, like she had not accounted for the time and commitment this course 

required.  

Finally, in course cycle 3, two students withdrew. The first was a third-year male student and 

the second a third-year female student. The first student continues to attend my near-daily drop-in 

sessions to this day and apologised profusely for withdrawing. He stated that he was not interested in 

the credits and so realised around half way through the course, he simply wanted to attend for 

personal interest (FN21, CC3). I allowed him to continue regardless but urged him to write 

reflectively for himself at the very least, for sense-making and integration. The other student withdrew 

very early on and responded extremely positively about the course. She explained in a private 

message: ‘about the course, honestly, I have nothing bad to say at all!’ but that her part-time 

employment had to take precedence for the experience and opportunity it was able to offer her 

professional experience (FN22, CC3). 

In summary, some of the reasons for student withdrawals were less concerning than others. 

But given the one student simply disappeared and did not respond, further considerations need to be 

made regarding managing expectations and gently encouraging students to check-in more or reach out 

if struggling on the course.  

 

6.7 Chapter summary  

This chapter has offered a detailed description of the university course at the heart of this study. 

Firstly, I provided the course specifications and relevant information on where and how the course is 

positioned in my place of work. Secondly, I provided a rationale for this course content within my 
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internationalised higher education institution. In particular, I described that interpersonal development 

is often highly sought after from and by students and little addressed in their core courses for their 

academic programmes. I then argued that the interpersonal is dependent on the intrapersonal, and that 

the integration of meditative practices as pedagogic tools has the potential to refine relevant skills, 

largely because concentration and awareness leading to insight and disidentification as qualities of 

mind incorporate some inward-focused theories of consciousness that include social psychology, 

individual psychotherapy, subtle energies, introspectionism and contemplative traditions (see Wilber, 

1997). Finally, I summarised the modifications made to the course at the end of each of the three 

semesters in which it ran, largely based on the quantitative and qualitative data gathered mostly 

through my own critical reflection, as well as briefly discussing some of the reasons provided for 

student withdrawals from the course. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

 

Research Findings:  

Unwieldy Procedures and Presentation 

 
 ‘Memory isn't an archive. Even a simple memory is a cluster. Something that seemed so insignificant at the 

time suddenly becomes the key when we remember it at a particular time later. We're not liars or self-deceivers-

OK, we are all liars and self-deceivers, but it's a fact that our memories change as we do. Some memories, 

though, don't seem to change at all. They are sticky with pain. And even when we are not, consciously, 

remembering our memories, they seem to remember us. We can't shake free of their effect. There's a great-term 

for that-the old present. These things happened in the past, but they're riding right up front with us every day.’ 

Winterson (2016, p. 245-6) 

 

‘Every little part of daily life is closely connected to emotion. I never realised that before.’  

Student-participant (2017, SI3, course cycle 3) 

 

‘I am sitting in the library next to a window when I am typing this reflective writing, through the window I can 

see the lake, birds and trees, isn’t it amazing that in such a cold day the colour of trees is still so beautiful? I can 

feel nothing but the sense of still and happiness. I just realised there are tonnes of beautiful things I have missed 

in my past years, and I won’t let myself be that insensitive at feeling again. Everything around me is so 

harmonious and peaceful, I can choose what to do as much as possible, friends of mine are so caring and lovely 

[...] There is no reason not to offer back, to other people or the environment. I know the power of an individual 

is limited, but nothing can be done without the first step forward. […] When I did the audio tasks, it occurred to 

me that maybe the more we devoted, the deeper we can feel connected.’ 

Student-participant (2017, RP20, course cycle 3) 
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7.1 Messiness, unanticipated changes and overwhelming data  

The inclusion of the quotation from a student-participant at the start of this chapter is not intended to 

put the cart before the horse but to emphasise that I wish to give precedence to student-participants’ 

voices as I now present the data. Though tending toward the positive, this example is indicative of 

some of the themes that are shared in this chapter and the next. The two types of data generated from 

the multi-methods were intended to serve two research purposes, as stated previously in Chapter 

Five and Chapter Six. The first purpose was oriented to post-course reflections and modifications. 

This data, less interesting and highly practical in its focus on course design/contents, was presented in 

Chapter Six. This chapter now presents and discusses the data collected to answer the three research 

questions detailed in section 5.4 of Chapter Five. However, three important elements of this 

unwieldiness must first be shared before the final decisions on procedure and organisation are 

discussed from section 7.2 onwards, because as the title of this chapter elucidates, despite the more 

clear-cut descriptions of the methodological decisions made in Chapter 5, the process of data 

analysis was extremely unwieldy. Although I touched upon the sample size causing overwhelm, but I 

did not expand sufficiently, thus, I do so here.  

First, follow-up interviews were not conducted as originally planned. I grew so concerned 

about improving and perfecting the course itself, that I decided to run and evaluate the course three 

times instead of the originally intended twice. I had originally intended to include follow-up 

interviews six months later rather than simply at end of course interviews in order to investigate 

integration rather the less meaningful intentions on integration introduced in section 5.4 of Chapter 

Five as one of the three areas of inquiry. This did not happen. And it was a costly oversight for the 

quality of this study. The reason for this was an oversight I had not anticipated. Student-participants 

were welcomed to join from all levels of study and thus there was a range of students from years 1 to 

years 4 of study. Some student-participants had graduated and left the city or country. Some had left 

for a six-month overseas exchange programme. Some had left for an entire year of study overseas. 

Some had transferred for good to another institution. This meant that more than half of the student-

participants were not available for follow-up interviews and some were difficult to contact altogether. 

I realise now that I did not have to abandon the intention to conduct the follow-up interviews so 
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quickly, or that I could have suggested skype interviews, but at the time, I was concerned with the 

messiness of conducting follow-up interviews with only half of the original cohort. It was also a 

personal limitation of mine that made me feel as though I was inconveniencing the student-

participants too much after the course. And so, I decided to change my research aims to intentions on 

integration without expanding on integration further to mere intentions. Intentions offer insight into 

the student-participants current feeling/thinking about personal change and newfound knowledge, but 

this insight is of course limited as it has/is not yet taken/taking place. My inexperience as an 

educational researcher meant that I was short-sighted and not able to fully follow through on some of 

the original intentions.  

Second, I changed the original intentions for analysing data. I previously always believed that 

grounded theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) is the most open, inclusive and expansive for this type of 

educational research, since it supports the defining and redefining of the scope, characteristics and 

nature of phenomena under study (Charmaz, 2006). The openness to what emerges in the data is 

exactly what is required of practitioners of meditation, and so, I view grounded theory as an extremely 

congruent approach that encompasses the continuous relationship between data gathering and data 

analysis (Corbin & Strauss, 1990). It is well suited in cases of complex social phenomena that is 

disparately framed and diversely interpreted, such as meditation in/as higher education. It is also well 

suited for the kind of data gathered, as is the case in this study, lengthy narrative-based qualitative 

data sets such as those generated from the reflective portfolios. However, as I began to organise the 

data according to themes, there were so many similarities and overlaps from previous studies, mostly 

positivistic, that I began mapping the themes onto the effects in Figure 4.4 of Chapter Four. The 

degree of repetition meant that I found it difficult to ignore the effects I was by now familiar with, as I 

had carefully organised and reviewed them in Chapter Four. It seemed sensible to use this map as a 

springboard to create the framework that is discussed and analysed in the following chapter. The type 

of data, and the fact that it could be mapped onto the previous studies, was also a result of deciding 

against using some of the longer narratives that were less suited to being mapped onto Figure 4.4.  

Third, the data itself was overwhelming for two reasons. The first reason is obvious and 

linked to the first point I made in this section: there was an enormous volume of data. When I began 
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to code, theme and organise, it was extremely stressful. For this reason, I have mostly only included 

data from course cycle 3. Although preliminary organisation and analysis of the data took place at the 

end of each course cycle, more than two thirds of the data gathered has not been used or included in 

Chapter Eight. The second reason is altogether more complex and requires far more skill on my part 

as a teacher-researcher. The data was extremely personal. The narratives especially, that were 

generated from the fortnightly reflective writings, were extremely detailed and highly emotive. So 

much so that much of this data made me cry as I began the process of reviewing the data over and 

over again. Some of the data was emotive not only because of conflicts and struggles that student-

participants recounted but also the precisely because of the level of the self-reflection that could be 

interpreted. I suspect everyone could identify with elements of that, regardless of whether they have 

had the same experience. Elements are included in Chapter Eight, but it was only the longer 

narratives that truly allowed for the individuals to shine through. And then I questioned, do they really 

want to be seen? Am I too emotional to do this work? Should I maintain more distance? In trying to 

make sense of how I could interpret and include this data, I reviewed literature on how researchers 

can deal with data that makes them cry (see Gould, 2015, and othes in Flam & Kleres, 2015), which 

offers insight into how researchers can manage their emotions when studying highly personalised 

first-person narratives. I ultimately decided against discussing and including some of the most 

emotive data. I wondered if students would be comfortable with this. Would they remember they had 

shared so much? Would identities be difficult to completely cloud? Would they discover this thesis 

long after publication and feel ashamed or embarrassed of their participation? Despite their 

willingness to participate and the fact that they had given their consent, would it be appropriate to 

share this level of detail about the personal lives of student-participants in my doctoral thesis? After 

all, I was still in training. Might they feel used? Should I have asked student-participants to agree to 

have their narratives included again and again to be absolutely sure? Should I ask them to check my 

interpretation of their contributions? Would that make them feel ashamed or embarrassed? Would that 

cause them distress again in revisiting the troubling conflicts they described yet again? I grappled 

with these questions repeatedly each time revisited the data at the end of each cycle. Finally, I felt 

somehow the inclusion of the more intimate narratives to be somehow voyeuristic. Was this research 
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with students? Or on them? Despite the fact that I was aware from student-participant feedback that 

the course was well-received, it was challenging for me to reconcile the fact that I was conducting 

research for my own professional gain as well.  

I suppose I was not courageous and confident enough to follow through on my convictions 

that direct first-person experiences are the most insightful and should be given greater attention in 

research on meditation in/as education. I too had chosen to share my own past at the very start of 

Chapter One. Although I found that my own past was remarkably easy to write down—with the film 

reel playing in my memory so luridly in parts—it was by no means easy to share with others. Or 

reread. Once the self is shared with the other, there is no return. Indeed, some time ago I read a draft 

version of section 1.2 of Chapter One of this thesis out loud at a weekend yoga retreat that I co-led 

in China. It was intended to feed into how I began to practice self-inquiry meditation, as a gateway to 

invite the attendees to practice self-inquiry during the session. I myself cried. Stopping and starting. 

Feeling choked. Stopping and starting. Feeling choked. I could feel the group of almost twenty adults 

unable to take their eyes off me, even though I barely looked up to make eye contact. I was almost 

unable to finish the short passage. I felt ashamed and embarrassed at that time. I had not shared as I 

had imagined that I would. I was one of the leaders of the retreat after all, I wanted to appear much 

more—well, “together”. The shame and embarrassment did not only come for revealing so much 

about myself in that space. It came too because I felt how uncomfortable it can make others feel. I still 

identified. Too outwardly focused still. Perhaps. Losing sight of the purpose of the teachings? Perhaps. 

My mind leading me in different directions instead of where I was supposed to be doing the work I 

love. Still not brave enough after all these years? And after all this inner work? Did I have the skills 

and experience to deal with this? Was it the work of a trained counsellor or psychologist? This 

identification and self-doubt bled into my own contact with the student-participants’ narratives at this 

stage of data analysis in my doctoral research. My own perspective tended to fluctuate between the 

telescopic and microscopic.   

And so, the process of data analysis was not at all straightforward and deviated significantly 

from my original intentions. Some of these original intentions and what I learnt about them are 

discussed as future research directions in Chapter Nine. All is not lost. And as I have asserted more 
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than once in this very thesis: this work is never done. The longer narratives were largely excluded 

from the discussion in the following chapter, which meant that despite my intentions and principles of 

practice outlined in previous chapters, the analysis grew narrower and more superficial than 

anticipated. Nonetheless, the approach taken for this study is now described in this chapter as a far 

more clinical and fastidious articulation that I had intended. The following section begins with an 

articulation of the data analysis procedures prior to the presentation and discussion of the findings. 

The analysis of data seeks to make sense of the first-person experiences that the student-participants 

shared in their end of course reflective portfolios (which include their fortnightly reflective writing 

tasks), and their end of course structured interviews, which are also complemented by a personal diary 

method for recording my field notes. All methods of data generation are thematically analysed to 

share common and significant perspectives.  

 

7.2 The (later decided upon) procedures adopted for data analysis  

The data analysis began by examining the effects on integral development, which lead into the three 

areas of inquiry that correspond to the three research questions. The data was analysed in different 

parts in order to explore the richness of the first-person student-participants’ experiences and honour 

their voices. This data is presented in two main parts. Part One is presented and discussed in section 

8.1 and Part Two is presented and discussed in section 8.2 in Chapter Eight. Part One adopts 

deductive (theoretical) thematic analysis because the themes generated and expanded upon are already 

provided by my previous review of the literature. The data analysis process is deductive (theoretical) 

or ‘top down’ (see Boyatzis, 1998; see Hayes, 1997) as it is theory-driven. Part Two adopts inductive 

thematic analysis or ‘bottom up’ (see Frith & Gleeson, 2004). That is, the themes identified are 

strongly linked to the data themselves (Patton, 1990), analysis is therefore ‘a process of data coding 

the data without trying to fit it into a pre-existing coding frame, or the researcher’s own analytic 

preconceptions.’ (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 83).  

While thematic analysis can be criticised for its reductionism, as ‘the wholeness, coherence 

and integrity of each individual is lost’ (Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2018, p. 662), given the 

considerable task of synthesising and presenting copious amounts of data and the ethics of preserving 
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the anonymity and dignity of the student-participants in this study, thematic analysis is advantageous. 

Additionally, direct quotations are interwoven through this chapter and the next, placing the unique 

personal first-person experiences of student-participants at the heart of the findings. Table 7.2 

presents a brief overview of procedures adopted for the data analysis.  

Although several researchers have argued that thematic analysis is not a method, but rather a 

set of tools for use across various methods (Boyatzis, 1998) and an approach within other analytic 

traditions (Holloway & Todres, 2003). Being already committed to an interpretivist approach, 

thematic analysis is used here as both a foundational method within various forms of qualitative 

research and also as a method that captures the richness of qualitative data. Since ‘a theme captures 

something important about the data in relation to the research question’ (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 82), 

there are various ways to conduct and organise thematic analysis.  
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Table 7.2 The procedures adopted for data analysis 

 

7.2.1 Part One—Coding and theming for discussion of effects on integral development   
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The coding of data for Part One of Chapter Eight was built around Figure 4.5 in Chapter Four, 

which was initially used to summarise the literature. It was expanded upon and re-engaged as a 

preliminary analytical framework for deductive thematic analysis. Figure 4.5 had already been 

developed to show eight themes (the specific effects of meditation on integral development of 

university students). In order to flesh out, broaden and deepen these themes, initial coding of both the 

student reflective portfolio and the structured interview data employed elemental methods—namely 

structural coding (Saldaña, 2015)—and then elaborative coding. Structural coding was suitable as I 

was aware of the eight themes prior to the analysis the date, and these formed the structure for the first 

cycle of data analysis in section 7.4 (Part One of data analysis) in Chapter Eight. Structural coding 

here ‘acts as a labelling or indexing device’ (Namey et al., 2008, p. 141).  

Although typically a research question-based code, structural coding was adopted here in 

response to the approximate question: ‘which pre-existing themes (effects) from Figure 4.5 do 

student-participants discuss as changes in themselves? Although the eight themes had thus been 

decided pre-ordinately based on previous studies, all data was analysed without exception in course 

cycle 3 for the findings presented in this chapter and the following chapter. Following this, 

elaborative coding was adopted to expand upon the data which did not ‘fit’ into the eight pre-existing 

themes so as to expand upon them. 

After this procedure of structural coding and elaborative coding, the data was revisited and 

organised again according to the themes for thematic analysis, themes that are especially common in 

psychology studies (see Clarke & Braun, 2017). Although less common than inductive thematic 

analysis in qualitative research, deductive thematic analysis was conducted in the first part: ‘the 

choice between inductive and theoretical maps onto how and why you are coding the data’ (Braun & 

Clarke, 2006, p. 84). Thus, the first set of seven themes were underpinned by previous studies 

reviewed from the literature, and the second set of seven themes are new and come to light in this 

study. For greater transparency (see Auerbach & Silverstein, 2003), Figure 7.2a shows a sample of 

this coding and theming procedure of data analysis.  
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Practices 

& 

reflection 

caused 

students to 

examine 

the 

decisions 

she makes 

regarding 

her chosen 

activities  

 

 

 

 

 

Honestly speaking, I didn’t start thinking about who I really 

am until I started learning this part of the course (Theme 

2). Reviewing my passing time, I realized that I always I 

chose to do something that would be good for my future 

development, regardless whether I am capable of it or not, 

for example, some speech competitions. I am actually a 

person who does not feel comfortable under public 

attention, therefore, the result of the competition could be 

imagined (Theme 3). If you asked me the reason why I 

decided to participate this kind of competitions, I don’t 

think I can respond you with an answer which is even 

persuasive to me. With time going by, I can tell the 

importance of being the ‘real me’ and more accepting of 

myself, and I have already started doing this after doing the 

work for this part (Theme 1). I hope I can be more 

comfortable with myself in the near future. 

 

(reflective portfolio data, RP20, course cycle 3) 

 
Practices & reflection 

propelled change in 

way students sees her 

strengths & interests 

 

 
 
Practices & reflection 

invited student to be 

less pushy with herself 

and more authentic  

 

 

 

Figure 7.2a Sample of coding and theming procedures of data analysis (focusing on effects on 

integral development) 

 

7.2.2 Part Two— Coding and theming for discussion of three areas of inquiry  

The coding of data for Part Two of Chapter Eight was adopted to enrich the exploration of the first-

person student-participants’ experiences. It is based on three areas of inquiry that directly link back to 

the three research questions that were first presented in section 5.4 of Chapter Five. This was done 

by initially adopting affective methods—that include coding of the emotions, values and evaluations 

expressed by the students (Saldaña, 2015)—and then elaborative coding in order to make further 

sense of the findings prior to inductive thematic analysis. According to Saldaña (2015), through 

explicit recognition and naming, affective methods explore the subjective qualities of human 

experiences. Goleman, (1995) defines ‘emotion’ as ‘a feeling and its distinctive thoughts, 
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psychological and biological states, and range of propensities to act’ (p. 289). Given that much of the 

course content required student-participants to recall past experiences of conflict, an approach like 

emotion coding can reveal much about the experiences of the student-participants, by tapping into 

their ‘inner cognitive systems’ (Saldaña, 2015, p. 105). Additionally, a number of the questions 

contained in the data sets asked students to evaluate and express their values (their beliefs, attitudes 

and so on) before and after the course and how they see others in relation to themselves. The approach 

of elaborative coding was then adopted as a means of broadening and deepening the affective methods 

where possible. 

After the procedure of emotions coding, values coding, evaluations coding and elaborative 

coding, the data was revisited and organised again according to the themes for thematic analysis 

where possible and into emerging themes, where not. Unlike in section 7.4 (Part One of data analysis 

of Chapter Eight), the thematic analysis employed in Part Two is inductive, providing a rich 

thematic description of the entire data set, ‘so that the reader gets a sense of the predominant or 

important themes’ (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 83). This means that the data that does not ‘fit’ into pre-

existing themes allowing for new themes to come to light. The themes identified and analysed then, 

are presented as an accurate and honest reflection of the content of the entire data set. The reason for 

the adoption of inductive thematic analysis was important for two reasons. First, the teaching of 

meditation within higher education is under-researched and second, to give much needed prominence 

to student-participants’ voices, also under-researched in relation to this topic. This last point is 

particularly pertinent given the dominance of the field by positivism, and the use of before/after scales 

in particular (see Baer, 2013).  

In Chapter Eight, the data analysis in Part Two, in contrast to Part One, is presented as a 

less detailed but ampler picture of the entire data set. This is for three main reasons. First, there is 

some overlap between Part One and Part Two, namely the effects on integral development and the 

first area of inquiry that explores personal change and/or newfound knowledge. Second, there was an 

overwhelming amount of data and in order to present this data is a coherent manner, some 

simplifications needed to be made. However, some of the findings are revisited as potential future 

research directions in section 9.6 of Chapter Nine. Again, for greater transparency (see Auerbach & 
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Silverstein, 2003), a sample of this coding and theming procedure of data analysis can be viewed in 

Figure 7.2b. Although already discussed at length in Chapter Five, a reiteration of faithfulness and 

trustworthiness in the reporting of the research findings is required, as it inevitably brings with it 

further ethical implications. 

 

 
UNDERSTOOD 

MIRRORING/ 

PROJECTION 

Practices & 

reflection led to 

student 

questioning 

beliefs about her 

father and learn 

about her own 

beliefs at the 

same time  

 
TRUSTS 

EMOTIONS 

 
RECALLING  

PEACE    

 
 

 

 

 

The methods used in part 4 to challenge and question your 

thoughts give me a deep impression. I always thought that 

my father does not care for me and insulted me when I was 

sick. Finally, I found that I don't care about myself and 

sometimes insult myself. I also found that I don’t care about 

my dad and insult him. I have to admit that I did shout and 

even fight him before, and hardly ever gave him mental 

care. These final days, I found just makes me cry, my dad 

takes care of me and does not insult me. These are really 

true emotions that will exist for ever to turn around and 

remind me there are so many beautiful things I have 

missed and so many things I need to treasure. After some 

turn around practice, my mind work practice is brighter 

and gives me more positive guidance.  

 

(structured interview data, SI12, course cycle 3) 
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Figure 7.2b Sample of coding and theming procedure of data analysis (focusing on areas of inquiry 

 

7.3 Faithfulness and trustworthiness of the research findings  

Qualitative research data, with individuals, may contain highly personal and sensitive matters (Cohen, 

Manion & Morrison, 2018). This inevitably raises issues in identifiability of the student-participants, 

as well as issues with confidentiality, anonymity, traceability and dignity. For this reason, the student-

participants’ identities— their disciplines, year of study, names and national identity—were clouded. 

A case in point is the quotation at the start of this chapter. No revealing details of the student-
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participants is offered. In some cases, students reveal some information about their identities as part 

of their narratives in their descriptions of first-person experiences, in which case, provided the 

student-participants could not be traceable from the details revealed the information remained 

untweaked. Attempting to ‘keep the flavour of the original data’ (Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2018, p. 

647), as often as possible, the student-participants’ voices are given centre-stage but the language 

transcribed has sometimes adapted for enhanced clarity. This is, however, with regards to common 

grammatical errors that a non-native English speaker makes and is only edited here for clarity. This 

original adapted language has not been deprived of meaning, nor did it originally hinder 

comprehension. Adapting the language for enhancing clarity is simply intended to un-stifle readability 

overall.  

In addressing matters of trustworthiness, Hammersley and Atkinson (1983) emphasise the 

importance of reflexivity in the process of analysing and writing up qualitative data. Since validation 

is a contested term in qualitative studies given its statistical association (Silverman, 1985) as 

‘reliability and validity are tools of an essentially positivist epistemology’ (Watling, as cited 

in Winter, 200, p. 7), I use the similar notion here to refer to ‘expert evaluation’, or rather more 

accurately, ‘faithfulness’ in the reporting of the student-participants’ voices or ‘through their eyes’ 

(Geertz, 1974). Despite qualitative data being unavoidably personal, the analysis and interpretation of 

what is contained in the data is subject to cross-checking because of its incorporation of others’ voices. 

The main form of cross-checking was ‘expert evaluation’. ‘Expert evaluation’ can be seen as a form 

of evaluation in qualitative research in that it is the application of an evaluative and judgemental 

stance towards the research rather than simple descriptions or explanations (Maxwell, 1992). It can 

also be seen as a form of ‘internal validity’ in that it seeks to demonstrate that the reporting of the 

findings can be adequately sustained by the data and the research (Shadish et al., 2002).  

Consequently, I asked for the involvement of three higher education professionals (in 

psychology of education, on the student experience in internationalised higher education and in 

psycholinguistics) to review, reassess and evaluate my organisation of the data into themes. The two 

documents for ‘expert evaluation’ can be found in Appendix 6. It should be noted that ‘expert 



 

 237 

validation’ was only used with the data on the area of inquiry personal change and/or newfound 

knowledge. This was significant because the data for this area of inquiry was being mapped onto pre-

existing themes. I was concerned that my own biases for attempting to make the data ‘fit’ would 

skewer the way I interpreted the data. ‘Expert evaluation’ was not necessary in the other two areas of 

inquiry—direct practical experiences and intentions on integration—since there were no pre-existing 

themes for which to frame and present the findings. The matched student quotations with the themes 

have been provided at the end of the document for reference purposes, however, these were not 

provided in the original ‘expert evaluation’ documents until after completion when they were 

discussed with the three experts. 

Since the term reliability in qualitative research is also contested (Stenbacka, 2001; Winter, 

2000), I use the term trustworthiness in the same way to refer to the minimisation of biases in the data 

presented. By the time structured interviews occurred, the student-participants and I had developed a 

strong rapport as they fell at the end of the 16-week course. Given the extent to which personalised 

and subjective course content enables individuals to bond, share and open up, our rapport was a 

strength in the structured interviews.  

Indeed, structured interview questions can be challenging for student-participants as they are 

encouraged to provide an answer to each question. This is, if one considers the nature of the human 

mind discussed in section 3.3 of Chapter Three, an example of the mind being witnessed (Katie, 

2007, 2018). I already stressed the limitation of the research design in section 5.10 of Chapter Five, 

and that there was the risk that student-participants would aim to please me in responding mostly 

positively when asked of their personal experiences on the course. Notwithstanding, it is possible that 

the intensive personal involvement and in-depth responses of individuals are sufficient in securing 

validity and reliability of their contribution, as opposed to quantitative questionnaires for example. 

This is because the time and space required for providing responses are more likely to produce 

responses that are reflexive and less hurried. In sum, there was little opportunity to reduce this risk, 

but they have been acknowledged and discussed briefly and thus can be revisited in section 5.10 of 

Chapter Five. 
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The decision to conduct end of course structured interviews, as already discussed in section 

5.11 of Chapter Five, was another means of ensuring greater trustworthiness in the data, as the 

student-participants answer the same set of questions (Silverman, 1993) and thus once analysed, the 

responses to each of the questions are analysed in the same manner, better enabling clearer patterns 

and themes to emerge while reducing de-contextualisation of the data. Furthermore, as a means of 

avoiding the traps of thematic analysis to de-contextualise data and fragment individual student-

participants’ voices, I have provided complete samples of the data prior to conducting thematic 

analysis. The template of the end of course reflective portfolio from course cycle 3 can be found in 

Appendix 7. One student sample of the end of course structured interview transcription from course 

cycle 3 can be found in Appendix 8. I should reiterate that all appendices are anonymised to the same 

standard as the main text.  

Finally, Figure 7.3 provides an overview of the triangulation of data. To avoid exclusive 

reliance on one method so as not to bias or distort the picture of the social reality being studied, I 

introduced end of course structured interviews in course cycle 3 as a third method to ensure greater 

confidence in the overall data generated and analysed (Lin, 1976). Denzin (1970) defines the idea of 

triangulation in the social sciences as the investigation of a research phenomenon ‘from as many 

different methodological perspectives as possible’ (Denzin, p. 297). Triangulation of the 

methodological and theoretical kind is especially advisable with research that explores emotional 

phenomena, since emotionality is open to vast interpretation (Terpe, 2015). The end of course 

structured interviews help provide methodological triangulation (David & Sutton, 2004; Gillham, 

2000). Although again triangulation is contested as a positivistic notion (Silverman, 1985) and not 

necessarily adept for bringing about objectivity and avoiding biases anyway, methodological 

triangulation is employed here to offer both a holistic and trustworthy account of the student-

participants’ first-person experiences.  

The triangulation of structured interviews was undertaken with both the written forms of data 

generated by students and the data generated from my own personal diary for recording field notes. 

As an approach to ‘respondent validation’ (see Bryman, 1988) to reduce misinterpretation (Stake, 

2000), triangulation is often used for providing ampler pictures of data generated with individuals on 
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their direct first-person experiences, as in, for example, the case study. The fact that the methods 

contrast greatly from one another helped me to overcome the problem of method-boundedness’ 

(Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2018, p. 265). Time triangulation (Denzin, 1970) particularly with my 

interest in personal change and/or newfound knowledge of student-participants, would have been 

particularly insightful, but not within the length and scope of this study. I revisit this in a brief 

discussion of future research directions in section 9.6 of Chapter Nine.  

 

 

 

Figure 7.3 Overview of triangulation of the data 

 

7.4 Organisation and presentation of the research findings  

As discussed in the previous section, the research findings in Chapter Eight have been organised in 

two parts. First, in order to map how my methodological approach enabled both an underpinning of 

previous themes (from previous studies) and an outlining of new themes coming to light (from my 

study). Figure 4.5 from Chapter Four has been built upon and used as both a theoretical device and 

a presentation device to map the contributions from the research findings onto what has already been 

studied. The data in Part One is presented as per Figure 7.4a. 
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Figure 7.4a Part One: The findings presented as underpinning themes and new themes 

 

Second, the data has been organised according to the three areas of inquiry introduced with 

the research questions in section 5.4 of Chapter Five. In this same chapter, I also outlined how the 

end of course reflective portfolios and the end of course structured interviews correspond to the three 

research questions and thus the three areas of inquiry. These are areas of inquiry into: personal 

change and/or newfound knowledge; direct practical experiences; and intentions on integration. 

To follow, all data analysis is presented and discussed in combination to provide an overall 

synthesised picture of what the student-participants’ have been able to “take away” from their 

experiences on the course. Where quotations from student-participants are included, indications have 

been made as to where the data originated by including the acronyms in Figure 7.3 in parentheses at 

the end of the data (RP, reflective portfolios; SI, structured interviews; and FN, field notes). The 

students have also been numbered 1-20 from course cycle 3. This data is organised as per Figure 7.4a.  
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7.5 Chapter summary 

In this chapter, I have discussed the messiness, struggle and overwhelm I experienced as I began to 

analyse the data. This led into a discussion on the unintended changes I made at this stage of the 

research process. Following this, I articulated the procedures adopted for data analysis, with 

elaborations on how coding and theming was adopted in the two parts of the following chapter: for 

presenting and discussing the effects on integral development of university students; and for 

presenting and discussing the three areas of inquiry corresponding to the three research questions. I 

also dedicated some time reiterating 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. Following this, I outlined and justified how the research findings are organised and 

presented in the following chapter, with a particular emphasis on mapping the specific effects on 

integral development on the existing literature, which were first introduced in section 4.3 and then 

extended in section 4.4 of Chapter Four and also providing an overview of the three areas of inquiry.  
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

 

Research Findings: 

Themes, Major and Minor 

 

‘To begin with, I feel like the most challenging elements of mind-work tasks were to keep my mind from 

wandering around during the practices. I feel like my mind is a very wild animal and it just keeps asking for 

attention, I really did overthink and over-analyse things a lot. This is why it was extremely difficult for me just 

to sit down and calm my mind but I am willing to work hard on it now in order to improve more. Now, I 

understand how mind-work can really help improve the quality of my relationships with myself and others, 

resulting into a more enjoyable life, just noticing small things every day and being grateful for everything and 

everyone around me.’  

Student-participant (2017, RP12, course cycle 3)   

 

In meditation, I could sink my mind into thinking about what has been discussed in the course, and have a better 

understanding combined with my own experience. I think I can see things more rationally and make reasonable 

judgments after the course.’  

Student-participant (2017, RP7, course cycle 3) 

 

‘This course gives me a sense of having something to back me up when I have troubles in 

relationships. I think this is a change from blindness to awareness.’  

     Student-participant (2017, RP13, course cycle 3)  
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Part One 

 

8.1 Discussion of underpinned themes and new themes 

As an extension of Figure 4.5 in Chapter Four, the addition of new themes demonstrate that this 

study expands upon the existing conversation. In the fleshing out, broadening and deepening of what 

has already been studied on the integration of meditation in higher education, it can be seen in Figure 

8.1 that several more themes emerged from the data sets relating to students’ reporting on “the self in 

relation to the self”, “the self in relation to reality, life events, nature and knowledge”, and finally “the 

self in relation to others”.  

 

 

 

Figure 8.1 Analytical map: Themes underpinned by previous studies and new themes coming to light 

from this study 
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Themes previously identified within the review of the literature remain as per the original figure in 

Chapter Four, Figure 4.5, and the new themes coming to light from the data have been added below 

and highlighted in bold text. Where underpinning of previous themes from earlier studies in the 

literature has not occurred, the theme has been highlighted with a strikethrough of the text. Finally, an 

asterisk (*) has been added to the theme in each of three areas of analysis, in order to denote which 

theme provided the widest range of results.     

 

8.1.1 Discussion of “the self in relation to the self” 

To begin, I briefly introduce some students’ comments on their learning, when they were invited to 

make a note of their expectations in the welcome meeting and then revisit their comments from their 

end of course reflective portfolios in order to later look back on their former self and overall learning.   

Some personal changes were cited. Three students admitted that this change was subtle, but 

definitely present. For example, one student shared ‘I find some changes in myself, no matter how 

subtle or distinct they are. And I am very glad to see those changes in myself.’ (RP17). Additionally, 

all students also recognised that their expectations were met: some shared that their expectations 

were exceeded, as they had not expected such inner work on emotions and past experiences. Some 

students wrote that the course exceeded their expectations because they expected it would be more 

traditional and academically-focused rather than so personal and practical. Smaller numbers shared 

that their expectations were met to a large extent but that they understood that more future practice 

was required. One student shared, ‘I think 80% of my expectations were met, the other 20% takes 

more practice and daily mindful living’ (RP9), while others shared:  

 

‘At the moment I thought about my expectations for this course, I was a really lost person with my 

mind all over the place. I don't think that I have reached inner peace as, in my opinion at the moment, it 

is a never-ending process, which has to be invested into and cannot be stopped. If you stop working on 

it, you simply stop growing. Nevertheless, I really enjoyed every single part of the course and I feel 

like I learnt so much - my expectations were more than met! Now, I am willing to continue and strive 

for a higher self-awareness. Throughout the seven parts, I realised a lot of different aspects of my 

relationship with myself and others that I have to work. Most importantly, I learnt the methods to train 

and improve my quality of mind.’ (RP2) 
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‘I feel my expectations were met from this course to a large extent. I wanted to improve my 

intrapersonal skills to develop my interpersonal skills. I learnt a lot from teaching and meditations. 

However, these are still just knowledges now, I need to practice more in the future to make sure I can 

use them to deal with interpersonal relationships.’ (RP14) 

 

There were no students who shared that their expectations were not met or only partly met. One 

student wrote: ‘I'm very satisfied and honoured to have enrolled on this course’ (RP20) while another 

wrote: ‘this course is generally very helpful and valuable for students and I will definitely 

recommend it to my peers.’ (RP5). Another, instead sharing more specifically about each of the 

seven course parts wrote: ‘I think all these parts have given me a deep impression and have met my 

expectation to a high level.’ (RP17).  

The largest number of major themes came to light from inviting students to critically reflect 

upon themselves as both the subject and object of their meditative experiences. Although, in my 

analysis of the data, it was difficult to distinguish between reflections on the self, and reflections on 

others, and oftentimes students wrote about both themselves and others when they were reflecting on 

the impact on their inner learning. The only theme, as can be seen in Figure 8.1 in this section, 

which was not underpinned from previous studies was supporting the flourishing of creativity. In 

section 5.3 of Chapter Five I already addressed the likelihood that this would be the case since 

creativity is a complex term and also because supporting the flourishing of creativity was not 

addressed nor explored explicitly in the course.  

 

8.1.1.1 Data underpinning previous studies         

The study of self-compassion—as a quality of heart and mind—is cultivated through meditative and 

other related contemplative practices (Neff, 2003a). As a theme it had already garnered significant 

ground as the subject of a number of psychology studies, both outside of higher education (see Neff, 

Hseih & Dejitthirat, 2005 and Neff & McGehee, 2010 as examples) and within it (see Neff, 

Kirkpatrick & Rude, 2007 and Neff & Pommier, 2012 as examples).  
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Theme 1: Cultivates self-compassion. A number of students described an increase in self-

compassion by the end of the course. In their end of course reflective portfolios, some students 

described that they have become kinder and gentler to themselves: 

 

‘When I found I made some mistakes, previously, I would be very angry and feel anxious. But now, I 

will encourage and comfort myself.’ (RP2) 

  

 ‘I am not negative or anxious when I make a mistake anymore. I usually just encourage myself and 

then find things are not so bad. I have a more positive attitude that I can do things well.’ (S117) 

 

While others shared that their attitude towards themselves had changed and they feel more confident 

as a result: 

 

‘By examining the self-talk in my mind, I learn to be not self-critical and self-judgmental. Instead, I 

need to have confidence in and trust myself. It helps me feel comfortable.’ (RP10) 

 

‘I have always wanted be more confident about myself while interacting with others. This course 

helps me know how to improve my intrapersonal skills and then improve my interpersonal skills. 

It taught me some significant element of intrapersonal skills and give me some methods I can use 

like self-talk.’ (RP9) 

 

Furthermore, similar to the sample text in Figure 7.2a, although not all students explicitly used the 

exact word ‘acceptance’, some students also shared that they were more accepting of themselves than 

before: 

 

‘I find myself a confident, kind and different girl, to say it specifically, I try to catch my mind directly 

and accept what I am.’ (RP18) 

 

‘I began to accept more about myself. Like for example my sexuality, I accept my female identity and 

that does not mean that I accept the stereotypes of sexuality. Instead it means that I should be hard-

working, braver and more confident because I am a woman. I believe that having a clearer sense of my 

sexual identity makes me stronger and more determined.’ (SI4) 

 

Another frequent response from students, which has interesting implications for reaffirming the 

connection between meditation and self-compassion, is that a number of students described how they 
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were better able to value their personal needs and in turn, found the confidence to be able to 

communicate this to others: 

 

‘In my family, I use non-violent ways of communication deliberately, which helps the meeting of one 

or more of my needs in an honest way.’ (RP11) 

 

‘I keep asking myself questions. If I cannot understand something, I would express positive emotion 

to others previously. But currently I prefer to keep calm and push to ask why from the bottom of my 

heart. By this approach, I can think from different aspects to view the same thing and fit in other’s 

shoes. Then, I would be more diverse as a thinker and understand the other people.’ (RP5) 

 

This provides early signs of the symbiotic relationship of compassion to the self and compassion 

towards others. It also highlights that when many students observe the frequent internal dialoguing 

towards themselves as unhelpful rumination, they are more able feel compassion for themselves. 

Much of the responses that indicate the cultivation of self-compassion also attributed to 

“communicative relationships” (self-inquiry into self-talk and communication in a non-violent way) 

as responsible for this development. This connection was not made explicitly in the course content but 

examining and questioning one’s way of communicating to oneself and others seems to result in 

greater self-compassion for a number of students. These findings underpin the notion that critically 

reflecting on the self as both subject and object of their experiences, and therefore becoming more 

acquainted with the limiting habit patterns of the mind through stillness meditations, enables students 

to begin to feel more self-compassion. That is, they are more able to accept what is within their 

behaviour to manage and discern what is not, modifying their communication accordingly, and 

acknowledge what is a limitation of mind for all beings.    

Theme 2: Increases personal engagement with taught content. Few studies had previously 

investigated the explicit link between meditative practices and increasing personal engagement with 

taught content. However, a number of pedagogues and educational researchers have proposed a 

higher education pedagogy and curriculum that engages students personally: either through 

foundational and grounding practices in concentrative meditations as part of more complex academic 

study (see Ergas, 2016; see Lamb, 2013), through subtle emotional changes (see Nielsen & Kaszniak, 
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2006), or through a more subjectivist approach to the academic content itself (see Barbezat & Bush, 

2014; Langer, 2003; Roth, 2006; Thompson, 2017). 

There was some indication from the data that students engaged more personally with the 

taught content, although this is mostly expected since the content of the course itself was by nature of 

deeply personal instruction explicitly linked to their own personal living relationships. A number of 

students described what they had learnt, but much of the descriptions do not clearly show that 

students are more personally engaged with the content. A few students mentioned developing a bond 

with other classmates as a result, for example ‘I made a very good friend in the class. Though she is in 

year one (I am year two), I get a lot help from her and we also have a lot of common topics to share 

with each other.’ (RP7).  

With the exception of one student from course cycle 1 who described in the short feedback 

questionnaire at the end of the course reflective portfolio that she would have preferred some content 

that was ‘more theoretical’ in each of the seven parts, a number of students described their strong 

appreciation for content that takes that alternative or atypical approach to knowledge and teaching of 

content at university level: 

 

‘Actually, I found I learn more than I expected. Previously, I only heard of meditation. After this 

course, I found out about many different relationships and improved myself many times because of it. 

I have also become better at meditation.’ (RP2) 

 

‘When I wrote this note in the welcome meeting, I barely knew myself and one of the reasons why I 

applied to participate in this course is that I wanted be more self-awareness, and I am lucky that I 

achieved my goal and it was possible on this course. In the meantime, I learned the skills to build 

better relationships with people around me and I met many friends in this course as well. I hope in the 

near future I can practice the skills I learned more often and meet as many people as I can.’ (SI3) 

 

In reflecting on their own experiences and everyday social interactions, many students shared that 

they have developed an increased understanding of their real-world relationships:  

  

‘These seven relationships were all totally new to me at the start of the course, but now I have a clear 

and specific understanding of them. I think this is a huge advantage for me, which means I can now 

start with zero.’ (RP3) 
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‘I know more about seven different kinds of relationships, although some of the content is too abstract 

to understand. Especially in the self-Inquiry part, I have learned a lot and have a better understanding 

about those seven relationships.’ (SI13) 

 

Through practice, many students noticed that meditation became easier by the end of course: 

 

‘I have made big progress in meditation. At the beginning, I felt uncomfortable when doing the 

meditation, because there were many things I had to overcome. After a long time practicing, I have 

gradually adjusted to it.’ (RP11) 

 

‘At the beginning I felt very uncomfortable when doing the meditation because there were many 

things I had to overcome, such as sometimes I would feel a little bit sleepy and nearly fall asleep and 

sometimes I will be affected by noise produced by the environment, but now I’m getting accustomed 

to it. So in the future think I should keep doing the meditation because it really can change me a lot. 

And meditation can make me calm down and have a peaceful moment.’ (SI17) 

 

Another interesting reflection on learning that was notable from a number of students was how much 

they began to value reflection, and also improvement in their ability to write and think reflectively:  

 

‘Another change is about my reflective writing skills. When I read back on all my reflective writing 

pieces I noticed my shortcomings more easily than things I have achieved. I think it is attributed to 

repeating reflective tasks I have written because I need to look back on my learning process and 

analyze it. So I think being more critical is beneficial for progressing with inner work and 

relationships.’ (RP12) 

 

‘I think the most helpful work in this course is the work on reflecting. I actually reflected on myself 

sometimes in my daily life before, but it is not so detailed like I learnt in this mind-work course and I 

realise the importance of reflection. I have now decided to apply this reflecting work to my daily life. I 

think recalling the memories that I have been through is actually painful because I realised how stupid 

and how awful I was while dealing with the relationships with myself and with other people but it is 

really helpful because you can know what old mistakes you’ve made and avoid such mistakes in the 

future. So I think reflecting work is really beneficial and I want to practise reflecting in my daily in the 

future.’ (SI13) 

 

One student also found that she is more doubtful of her learning ability than before: 
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‘By reading all the tasks and doing all the practices, I start to think that I am not as good a learner as I 

used to believe. I didn't get the main object of this course until part 2 and I am not sure even now 

whether I am writing the tasks reflectively in the right way to meet the requirements. In other words, 

there are many doubts of myself in my learning process. I often question myself and it also can be 

seen in the reflective writings especially in part 2 “growing relationships” and part 7 “universal 

relationships”. I wrote in part 7 that I think I always compare myself to others is because I am not 

confident enough. There is no sense of knowing something for sure which stand out in the discoveries 

about myself.’ (RP12) 

 
This appears troubling since it suggests that the student feels less secure in herself than before. 

However, it suggests that the student is more aware of the nature of learning and knowledge. This 

comment indicates that one of the main modes of integrating the inner learning from the meditations, 

namely reflective writing, not assessed in the conventional academic way (through grades) that makes 

the student feel less in control of her learning. Only personal comments on their work—not grades—

were provided by myself upon reading their fortnightly reflective writings. In this particular case, this 

student wished to discuss her understanding and progress regularly face-to-face, in which she asked 

questions about the course content (FN13). While it might be interpreted as the student struggling, the 

types of questions and reflections she shared indicated to me that she was engaging deeply and 

personally with the taught content. The work of meditation can be destructive in the unravelling of 

previously formed knowledge that one believed to be entirely truthful (see Adyashanti, 2010), and so 

struggling to readjust one’s understanding of knowledge and learning may easily cause initial 

discomfort. In this case, the regular face-to-face contact was useful in being able to support this 

student in her learning transitions.  

Overall, although this theme provides promise for engaging students with taught content in 

their learning, a more explicit research focus in this area could yield more informative and useful 

results for pedagogues and educational researchers.  

 

8.1.1.2 New themes coming to light from this study 
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The subjective and personalised nature of the course, following on from the previous theme, 

demonstrates that students were able to learn and acquire knowledge by learning about themselves 

more systematically and explicitly throughout the course.  

Theme 3: Deepens self-awareness and self-knowledge*. This theme provided the broadest 

findings and occurred the most throughout students’ fortnightly reflective writings and their end of 

course reflective portfolios. Generally, students were surprised to learn so much about themselves, 

despite the obvious personal emphasis of the course when advertised: 

 

‘I have begun to understand myself better, having a clearer mind of myself, by exploring myself 

deeper and deeper in self-inquiry. I’ve learnt to trust myself.’ (RP20) 

 

‘This course gives me a sense of having something to back me up when I have troubles in 

relationships. I think this is a change from blindness to awareness.’ (RP13) 

 

Another common response was that students developed an awareness of how their past experiences 

were implicating their present relationships, which is the identification with their past story (Katie, 

2008) and this meant that at times relationships were reassessed: 

 
‘Misunderstanding is an obvious feature when I used to communicate with myself and others. I very 

easily have a wrong understanding with people due to the activity of their eyes or mouths. This 

phenomenon is a result of my own bad experience and memories before.  I am always associating 

them with some same situations that happened before to deal with the problems that happened now. 

This maybe a kind of intuition, but it does not work some times.’ (RP5) 

 

‘People react to the things based on their former experiences. Mind-work taught me to reflect on 

myself and look back at what I did before and help me to avoid such mistakes. This helps to improve 

my interpersonal skills by more deeply understand of intrapersonal skills.’ (SI15) 

 
Another frequent contribution from students was the understanding that without self-awareness there 

would be little chance of awareness of others:  

 

‘It may not be accurate, but I always think that a person with a missing person is unable to have a 

healthy relationship with others. In our interpersonal interaction, we only have to know ourselves 

before we know who we are, how we feel and what we think, so that we can learn to get along with 
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others. Because the first thing to do with others is respect for others. The premise of respect for others 

is respect for yourself. If we don't even know ourselves, then how can we respect ourselves?’ (RP1) 

 

‘It is impossible for us to know others without knowing ourselves. For example, if you have a false 

perception of yourself, like you think you are a good leader but actually you are not, your behaviour 

may seem bossy to others, it is likely that you will also be wrong about others in your relationships. 

So, we must have intrapersonal awareness, so that we can have a good interpersonal awareness.’ (SI3) 

 

Others shared that the inner work on the course enabled them to locate the source of their feelings, 

such as loneliness: 

 

‘I found that I have a lot of changes in myself. I have deeply figured out my true loneliness and the 

real obstacles in my interpersonal development. Therefore, I found that I have already made lots of 

changes. Thank you for the mind-work course.’ (RP2) 

 

‘Before attending this course, when I felt tired and angry and these emotions are often around in my 

life because I am sensitive and I will be annoyed by small things. I don't know how to release my bad 

emotions and relax myself. In the first meeting, our teacher allowed us to do the meditation in a dark 

and quiet environment. I found myself totally dedicating myself inward and not being disturbed by the 

surroundings. After that meditation, I found myself more concentrated and relaxed. After that, 

whenever I had bad emotions, I feel hard to fall asleep, I would use the meditation.’ (SI16) 

 

While others noted that developing self-awareness adds value to relationships in general and so is 

constructive on an interpersonal level: 

 

‘I have understood through practice that if we are always grateful, kind and compassionate towards 

ourselves, it makes it possible that we will also like to adopt such attitudes towards others.’ (RP8) 

 

‘I already feel like I have become more aware, considerate, respectful, compassionate and empathetic 

by just working with my mind and really questioning the essence of the different kinds of 

relationships we learnt about.’ (SI9) 

 

There were five elements to this theme, which highlight the symbiosis between self-awareness and 

self-knowledge. Students broadly reported that they have learnt a lot about themselves, and some 

specifically reported that they have become able to locate the source of their feelings, in particular 

feelings of dissatisfaction and unhappiness. Additionally, students reported how their past stories as 

well as a present lack self-awareness and self-knowledge can negatively impact upon current 
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relationships. As such, some students reiterated the connection between self-awareness and self-

knowledge and healthier interpersonal relationships. Overall, these findings strongly indicate the 

value that inner work can offer students in educational contexts.  

Theme 4: Creates a sense of empowerment. Some of the following student contributions bear 

some similarity to a positive psychological disposition rather than a mindful disposition, as having a 

positive action-oriented attitude. This is because self-reliance, as a way of being, is a pre-requisite for 

self-empowerment, as a way of doing. Students have noted some interesting insights into how they 

now feel about the happenings in their daily lives. Firstly, a frequent response was in noticing that 

they need to take responsibility and avoid blaming external factors for hindering their own wellbeing: 

 

‘I think the biggest change after completing the course is that before I thought that life situations are 

responsible for my happiness and wellbeing. Now I am responsible for my own state of being. For 

example, before if I have a hard a time with my exams or work I would blame it on the format but now 

I would be observing my emotions and just letting it be there while I deal with the situation.’ (RP14) 

 

‘I think the most impressive thing that I learnt in this course is to stop complaining. I used to complain 

about other people if something wrong happened, like what they did wrong or if what they did didn’t 

meet my satisfaction. And I would get more and more angry thinking about that. This was all could 

think of before but now I tend to think of what I was responsible for this mistake and I really did in my 

work in the society and I think it helps. I get along better with my partners during work projects and it 

helps me gain some experience on how to co-operate well with others.’ (SI6) 

 

Some students shared that they had made changes that integrate certain effective practices or habits 

into their daily lives:  

 

‘As for my sense of powerlessness, I began to try to write diary, and do more exercise, I exercise and 

meditate when I am in bad mood, which helps me a lot.’ (RP6) 

 

‘I make a list of ten things I am grateful for when I wake up every morning.’ (SI18) 

 

A final common set of shared responses was that some students have begun to encourage 

themselves more: 
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‘“Communicative relationships” including self-talk and non-violent communication taught me how 

to communicate with both myself and others. Self-talk helps reflecting on myself but more 

importantly it means encouraging myself. Courage can be gained from others, but it can also come 

from myself if I talk to myself encouragingly.’ (RP9) 

 

‘I can do many better things in the daily life. I can become positive and encourage myself when I made 

a mistake. Then towards my friends, I can be patient and observe and memorise what he/she is good in 

and I can find he/she is better than I understood before. Both of these can improve my interpersonal 

relationships or so can improve me to become better than now and make me become more welcoming 

of other people and myself.’ (SI17) 

 

As far as creating a sense of empowerment, the various meditation practices have shown students 

three workable ways for being empowered in their daily lives. The first is to take more responsibility 

rather than blame others at times when difficult emotions arise, the second is to integrate daily 

practices and habits that enhance one’s sense of self, and the third is to seek encouragement from 

within.  

Theme 5: Cultivates self-reliance. Similar to the previously discussed theme of 

empowerment, this theme occurred in higher frequency. However, despite its similarities with 

‘empowerment’ I have chosen discuss ‘self-reliance’ separately as it is less action-oriented, and more 

about living with soulfulness (see section 2.2 of Chapter Two), particularly in times of uncertainty. 

From the calm, poise and awareness that mindfulness can bring to our lives, soulfulness brings one to 

a place of inner aliveness in not only wishing to fully embrace the world but also in transforming it 

(Draper, 2016). The sense of cultivating in students a sense of self so centred that one is able to live 

soulfully, embracing the fluxes of everyday life with minimal resistance and apprehension. 

Soulfulness is accommodating messiness, taking risks, initiative and decisions, and adapting to change 

and uncertainty—with a quiet natural confidence. Relating to soulfulness, some students wrote of 

feeling more independent, trusting themselves more, understanding more clearly what works for them 

in their daily lives and wishing to embody the change they wish to see. Firstly, a high number of 

students used language such as ‘I am more independent’ to refer to changes noticed in themselves.   

 

‘I think my expectations were especially met from “growing relationships”. “Growing relationships” 

are important for the whole life of every single person, especially in being independent. Relying on 
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the lack of confidence, giving up the right of control of things, and having no opinion, I always feel 

that I am incompetent and willing to be in a subordinate position. I always think that it is difficult for 

me to be independent. I always ask for help from others. Being indecisive, you want your parents or 

teachers to make decisions for you. Dependence makes one lazy. If we are used to it, we will be too 

lazy to bear the burden of work and life. We would rather die than live, and we will not be tired, and 

we will not have the spirit of hard work and anger. I think students who have a dependent character 

can even develop serious personality defects if they are not corrected in time. Dependency, when 

more people need to be independent, may feel very difficult in normal life, work, inner insecurity, 

often feel fear, anxiety, worry, it is easy to produce emotional reactions, such as anxiety and 

depression can affect the health of body and mind.’ (RP20) 

 

‘I have noticed that whenever I start comparing myself to others or judging, most of the times I 

immediately stop these thoughts and remind myself of how grateful I am for my family giving me 

everything they possibly could, for my friends supporting me and for my own contributions towards 

building my future. Eventually, we are the ones who have to take care of ourselves and it all depends 

on how hard we are willing to work hard as the opportunities are endless nowadays. This is just one of 

the examples but this particular realisation made my relationship with others and myself much better.’ 

(SI8) 

 

One student wrote of gaining clarity of mind through deeper exploration of herself, a repeated body-

oriented reference that I revisit in the analysis and discussion in section 8.2, while others shared that 

they understand much more clearly what works for themselves: 

 

‘I’ve begun to understand myself better, having a clearer mind about myself, by exploring myself 

deeper and deeper in self-inquiry. I learn to trust myself.’ (RP11) 

 

‘I improved my authenticity in university work by enhance my pleasure and thirst for work, instead of 

being forced to do it. In this way, my workmates say my effectiveness has been increased and our 

working relationships have become gentle.’ (RP18)  

 

Finally, many students wrote that they appreciate that they are able to change themselves but not 

others, and so recognise the importance of relying on themselves for the kind of changes they wish to 

see: 

 

‘I gradually know that there exists some things that we cannot change and the clearest path for us is to 

change our own attitude and mind. This is the biggest gift this course bring for me.’ (RP) 
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‘We cannot change other people’s ideas, thoughts, behaviours, but we can change ourselves. People 

react to things based on their former experiences. Mind-work has taught me to reflect on myself and 

look back at what I did before and help me avoid such mistakes with others in the future.’ (SI19) 

 

As far as cultivating self-reliance, the course has given several students a greater sense of strength in 

three mains ways. The first is to realise that independence is a substantial human quality, the second is 

to gain a sense of clarity about what works for them and so attempt to live in alignment with that 

knowledge, and the third is to be the change they wish to see in the world.  

Theme 6: Improves overall mood, attitude and emotional states. In the course content and 

the face-to-face contact with the students, I made sure not to make an explicit reference to the types of 

effects that many studies have focused on, such as increased attention, improved executive function, 

stress reduction and anxiety reduction. This is because—as I have discussed repeatedly throughout 

this thesis—they have been critiqued as being far too instrumentalist and miss the point of meditation 

altogether (see Hyland, 2016; Purser & Loy, 2013). However, an undeniably large number of students 

discussed changes in their mood (from negative to positive and pessimistic to optimistic). Each 

student, at least once, included the words ‘calmer’, ‘more peaceful’ or ‘more optimistic’ in their end 

of course reflective portfolios. Additionally, the highest number of body-oriented terms—of heart, of 

mind and of sight—occurred when students reported their positive moods, improved attitudes and 

more balanced emotional states. A large number of students commented on their calmness and 

peacefulness in daily life when asked of any changes they noticed in themselves: 

 

‘Before the course, I have expected to gain more knowledge on mind-work and become more peaceful 

and better at coping with life situations. By learning universal loving-kindness and non-violent 

methods of communication to deal with others, I feel it really works by allowing to look at conflicts 

with a peaceful and calm mind.’ (SI14) 

  

‘It becomes easier to calm down and bring peace back to my mind now. Also, I could see things 

differently more easily and it brings me a new experience.’ (SI5) 

 

Others notes that they are more ‘rational’ or ‘objective’, which I have interpreted as ‘less 

reactionary’ when students reference this in terms of the behaviour with others. The frequent use of 
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the word ‘rational’ could imply the students’ deeper understanding of the socially-conditioned 

identified self as being observed objectively with conscious awareness. For example, students shared: 

 

‘About myself, I can talk to myself and analyse myself rationally.’ (RP16) 

 

‘I'm going to “take away” improved rational thinking. When I'm in a bad mood, I'll analyse what I 

really want in my heart.’ (RP1) 

 
A number of students recognised the role of emotions in daily life and the importance of “feeling” 

and being anchored in “feeling”. For example, two students reported: 

 
‘These are really true emotions that will exist for ever to turn around and remind me there are so many 

beautiful things I have missed and so many things I need to treasure.’ (RP7).  

 

‘I think the element of “feeling” is the most important thing. On the one hand, when we get along with 

ourselves, I have to recognize what I really think and what I want, that is to say, I need to understand 

what I feel at that moment. On the other hand, in the relationship with others, “feeling” is also a very 

important thing.’ Most of the time, we and others have conflicts not because of the intensification of 

contradictions, but the feelings of misunderstanding. We express their anger at the same time, and 

forget each other also has the same feeling. We say hurtful words, there is no better way to express 

yourself. So this time, most of them are not each other's words from the heart, we don't need to 

remember these hurtful words, forget them. You don't have to care too much about their feelings about 

you, you are you.’ (SI10) 

 

A number of students also noted improvements in now being better able to self-regulate their 

emotions: 

 

‘After this course, I can feel that my emotions are changing. I am aware that kind of feeling so my 

emotion can be easily controlled to prevent over emotional behaviour to happen which may result in 

negative effects to myself and people around me.’ (RP15) 

 

‘The most obvious change is that when dealing with emotions comes up in communicating with 

others, I can cope with the ones that I think were negative and think back to the course parts I have 

learned in order to use them.’ (RP19) 

 

Overall, students who reported feeling pessimistic or negative prior to completing the course, later 

noticed a shift:  
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‘Before I joined this course, I was in the middle of a negative mood for a long time.’ (RP7) 

 

‘In the welcome meeting, I wrote that I want to change my attitude toward some things and be more 

optimistic. I think I have exactly become more optimistic than before, because I think our teacher is 

very optimistic and she is very beautiful when smiling, I want to smile more.’ (RP3)  

 

While others shared more specifically, that the positive emotions experienced are of gratitude and 

appreciation towards things and people in life: 

 
‘I have learnt to always be grateful, kind and compassionate towards myself and people around me, 

which will contribute to developing better “universal relationships”.’ (RP1) 

 

 ‘I really feel like I judge way less right now and just accept the things and people surrounding me 

more peacefully. I can honestly say that this is one of the best lessons I’ve learnt in my life so far.’ 

(SI16) 

 

The link between students describing changes in their mood and general attitude, was discussed by 

students frequently in relation to treatment of and attitude towards others. This is unsurprising, and 

has already been called to attention by reporting of findings in MBSR intervention studies, so much 

so that instead of only self-reported methods outside of the higher education context, some have 

argued that there needs to be more combined first-person and second-person methods for greater 

methodological rigour in future studies (see Davidson & Kaszniak, 2015). As can be seen in the 

Figure 4.3 of Chapter Four, the studies to date have clearly separated effects on mental health and 

psychological wellbeing from effects on integral development, but perhaps the line between these two 

camps need not be so clearly demarcated.  

Additionally, one area that warrants further study is the variety of language used to describe 

this change in mood, attitude and emotional balance. For example, many students when asked to 

discuss themselves in relation to themselves and to others reported their mood, attitude and emotions 

as responsible. It might be that the words ‘calmer’ and ‘more peaceful’ are go-to word choices to 

describe something more ineffable and alien to those new to meditation. Perhaps ‘I do not resist 

reality’ or ‘I accept reality as it is’ is closer to the changes they wish to describe. One student wrote 
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‘the impetuous has faded’ (RP1), which I find is an interesting alternative description of ‘calmer’ that 

suggests that the student recognises the separation of the mind and himself, or perhaps also less 

striving towards external goals. Meditation and its effects on mental health and psychological 

wellbeing has been studied extensively, in particular MBCT (see Segal, Williams & Teasdale, 2002) 

but it has not been studied extensively in higher education contexts. It also has yet to be studied 

outside of a clinical context in which emotional disposition and negative mental states are not viewed 

as phenomena in need of “interventions”, but rather incorporated into our understanding of practices 

for developing students integrally.  

 

8.1.2 Discussion of “the self in relation to reality, life events, nature and knowledge” 

While the notion of ‘oneself and others’ inevitably enters into reflections upon reality, life events, 

nature and knowledge, this grouping of themes differs from self and other in that it addresses dealing 

with unpredictable environments in real-life. Here, students make particular reference to sight, 

perspective and clarity, when sharing what they have learnt or how they feel they have changed. 

 

8.1.2.1 Data underpinning previous studies  

Few studies have previously investigated adaptability and meditation in the context of higher 

education on areas such as adjusting to university life (see Tloczynski & Tantriella, 1998 as good an 

example). Although fewer in number, students have provided some interesting responses regarding 

how they perceive their ability to adapt to new environments and social stresses has been enhanced.  

Theme 7: Enhances ability to adapt to new environments and social stresses. Meditation 

can foster not only interpersonal relationship quality and functioning on a day-to-day basis, but also 

adaptive responses to social conflict (see Pinazo & Vazquez, 2014). Because meditation and reflexive 

first-person practices cultivate moment-to-moment awareness without attempts to control experiences 

of discomfort (see Kabat-Zinn, 1996), they can facilitate adaptation to new environments and social 

stresses, which rely on observations of the situation, acceptance of things as they are and openness to 

new experiences. Although difficult to measure and contingent on new environments and social 

stresses, when students report personal change an enhanced ability to adapt this indicates a greater 
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sense of calm and openness to new experiences, a shift in perception and thinking. The most common 

response in terms of adapting to new situations was connected to having more equanimity when faced 

with troubles in their lives:  

 

‘The second change I want to share is I can have a respectively peaceful heart to receive some terrible 

things. To endure what you cannot cure. This course truly gives me longer enduring period which 

maybe not exists before. When I hear a very bad thing, I can calm my heart down to find the problems 

instead of constant complaining.’ (RP8) 

  

‘When I feel out of control, I will not be angry at once, especially towards people close to me, but try 

to analyse rationally. Why do I have such a feeling? What causes it? What is the real idea in my heart? 

What is the real thing that I really want? And then give specific measures to solve it. At the same time, 

I also stick to meditation, which I think is an effective measure to relax, relieve stress, balance my 

mind and improve my attention.’ (SI7) 

 

One student in particular reflected on the importance of adapting to new environments and social 

stresses by revisiting a past experience and reflecting upon the positive influence that past experience 

has had on him: 

  

‘I grew up in Yuyao with my parents and however, we made a decision that I went to Hangzhou, 

another city in Zhejiang province to experience my high school life. At first, I couldn't adapt to my 

new life in Hangzhou because I wasn’t familiar with the environment there, and not only because I 

lived far away from my parents but also the different places I lived, the different people I meet, that I 

felt strange when walking in that unfamiliar place or meeting with different people and also I had to 

solve all problems by myself. I had to wash my clothes. I had to go to school by myself, I had to even 

sometimes live alone in school. But gradually I got accustomed with the environment. After doing the 

self-inquiry meditation task, I found that it was a meaningful experience for me, when growing up 

everyone has to suffer from this kind of situation, and all we have to do is to adapt to it, when we 

cannot change the environment we are exposed to but we can change our attitudes towards it. So if 

you try to close the distance between yourself and the unfamiliar, and in the end finally, you will even 

find that you are closer to what you are familiar with.’ (SI12) 

 
While others wrote of seeing negative past happenings differently, even with gratefulness for the 

lessons they taught them: 

 



 

 262 

‘I have learnt to appreciate small things in daily life and just enjoy being in the moment, not regretting 

the past experiences, just learning from them and being grateful.’ (SI11) 

 

‘I have started seeing bad experiences as lessons and just being more grateful in general, learning 

from other people and appreciating everything I observe.’ (SI19) 

 

One frequent set of shared responses was in students noticing that they have become more resilient 

to external happenings in life:  
 

‘I think my needs are basically satisfied, though this course does not teach me practical social skills, 

but it taught me how to understand myself, and let me have a stronger heart, no matter how the 

external conditions change, my heart will not change.’ (RP18)  

 

‘This help me to feel better and even melt the conflicts that happen between other people and me. For 

example, I would say ''we all want to be well and we all want to be happy' to myself, when I am 

annoyed with my boyfriend due to some tiny things. In addition, by understanding 'they are not in 

your way, but showing you the way', I feel freer when coping with “working relationships”.’ (SI1) 

 

Finally, seeing things differently in life, was a recurrent theme when students reflected on their 

personal change in relation to the changes they noticed in their daily lives: 

 

‘I learned to stop complaining. I used to complain about others when thing goes on against my 

expectations and insisted that I was innocent. But now I try to reflect on myself and figure out what 

I was responsible for it. It helps me to improve my cooperative skills and interpersonal skills.’ 

(RP17)  

 

‘There is one thing I learn from this course and I decide to live with it in the rest of my life: ‘endure 

what you cannot cure and cure what you cannot endure’. Now, I am a more tolerant and positive person, 

and have healthier relationships with people around me. Also, I feel so grateful about everything I own, 

which is a feeling I never had before I learnt this course. As for myself, over the course studying 

different kinds of relationships, I can see myself clearer, especially my disadvantages. Now I know 

what is my deficiency and I will pay more attention to it in the future and try my best to fix it. I used to 

be a little bit dominant and self-centred. I feel lucky I can realise my problems before I turn into 20. I 

am now working on fixing my problems and I am noticing a change already, and I am sure I can 

continue to be a better person in the future.’ (SI13) 

 

I return to this use of language in Part Two of this chapter, ‘sight’, ‘eyes’, ‘open’, ‘perspective’, ‘see’, 

‘clear’ and ‘clarity’ and other cognate terms were drawn upon frequently when students reflected 
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upon personal change with regards to shifts in perception rather than concrete and tangible changes in 

their lives. This suggests that changes in the way students perceive themselves, their lives and others 

are changes from within: that the external remains unaltered yet it is now perceived differently. This 

have potentially positive implications for inner learning and knowing being able to positively impact 

beyond the individuals themselves. 

Theme 8: Increases ability to make choices with confidence. While adaptability and 

meditation has been little investigated to date, decision-making and meditation in workplace contexts 

has been investigated extensively (see Pykett et al., 2016). In higher education, it is still under-

investigated (see Bach & Alexander, 2015). Although reported with less frequency, some students 

shared their increased ability to make decisions confidently: 

 

‘Because I used to be very hesitated when I make a decision or make a judgment, I don't think it is 

easy things to do because I will feel hesitation, I am afraid of what we will have in the future, I was 

afraid of the consequence, I mean what would be happening in the future if I make such a decision, 

what if it's a bad decision? what if it is a bad judgement? It will to some degree influence what will 

develop in the future. So that's why I feel very confused. But after the course I realized that maybe I 

should develop a sense of security in myself and learn to make a quick decision and make a quick 

judgment. But that doesn't mean I have to be very rash, sometimes I think we should calm down and 

make a good decision.’ (SI6)  

 

‘Before taking this course, I sometimes easily doubted myself, always being thinking too much on 

things actually I found it is not necessary. In this way, I wasted a lot of time in my life thinking instead 

of doing. However, after taking this course, I gained more confidence inside myself. With the help of 

the content in this course, I identified the things which could make me feel ‘flow’, gained more 

understanding of my sexuality and I also generally understand myself better. I started to find that I'm 

becoming more and more confident when doing things, when dealing relationships with others.’ (SI12) 

 

Overall, the findings here are extremely positive given the way in which students reflected upon 

changes they see in themselves as better enabling them to engage more fully with life happenings 

and with greater confidence. This particular theme is worth examining in far greater depth, in terms 

of for example, what they perceive exactly as facilitating this increased confidence. The findings 

currently demonstrate that students have identified the change, that is, first order questions of “what”, 

without specific details on second-order questions of “how” this change is embodied, having 
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considerably shifted their thinking and attitudes. Not within the scope of this study, but an intriguing 

line of investigation that could yield interesting discussions with students on how this change is 

enacted, lived out and therefore integrated for the betterment of their daily lives.  

 

8.1.2.2 New themes coming to light from this study 

Theme 9: Enhances ability to face and solve problems. The more action-oriented term ‘solve’ was 

evident in the data and was broadly discussed in two ways: solving problems from within, without 

external engagement with others; and solving problems by shifting their perspectives, observations 

and reflections about the outside world. To begin, many students reported being able to solve their 

problems by looking within for answers:  

 
‘There are a lot of problems in life that can be solved from your own perspective.’ (RP19) 

 

‘As for the changes resulted from the content of this course, I now tend to focus on myself more in a 

relationship rather than focusing on others for answers. Indeed, intrapersonal skills are really 

important that I did not notice before.’ (SI10) 

 

Second, with regards to solving problems by shifting perspectives through observation and reflection 

upon the outside world, many students shared new insights: 

 

‘Furthermore, in terms of interpersonal relationships, I begin to take a different look at the problems 

which might occur in those relationships, such as conflicts, different and frustrating things. I learn to 

consider those problems in different perspectives, from both others’ and my point of view.’ (RP8) 

 

‘I have noticed how I became much more self-aware through the course of mind-work. My mind has 

been calmer and I have been able to see situations from a different angle—as if I was an outsider. This 

way of looking at things helps evaluate them more objectively and stay calm whatever happens, 

avoiding getting overheated, too emotional and carried away by the situation. Even though extreme 

things always happen, I really have been feeling so many changes in the way I see and analyze things 

happening inside and around me.’ (SI16) 

 
Following on, many students referred to the solving of problems now as either a natural process or a 

logical/scientific one:  
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‘This course helps me identify complex relationships from different situations. In real life, I can be 

clearly aware them and deliver solutions naturally.’ (RP3) 

 

‘In the past, I can sometimes notice the problems of relationships between me and others or with 

myself, but I will not think about where they come from, try to think of and solve them in a peaceful 

way and then promote myself from this process. However, after this, I find a helpful way for me to 

calm down, to reflect myself and solve problems logically and scientifically, which is mind-work.’ 

(SI8) 

 
The connection between these two themes, which relate to dealing with the unexpected, uncertain and 

unpredictable fluxes of daily life, and life after the course is worth investigating further for two 

reasons. Firstly, there is early evidence from previous studies that meditation can heighten university 

students’ ability to adapt to social stresses (see Barnes et al., 2007; see Creswell et al., 2007). 

University and life after university are two contexts in real-life in which adapting to new 

environments and social stresses are especially relevant. Although there is some evidence from 

previous studies, there is much less than in other areas, which can be seen from the themes discussed 

in the other themes in this chapter. Secondly, given working understandings of concepts such as 

super-complexity (see Barnett, 2000, 2000a, 2000b, 2000c), and the situation universities and its 

students, the time could be seen as ripe for this type of focus—that is, adapting to new environments 

and social stresses—for studies that research the integration of meditation into higher education 

pedagogy and curriculum. Furthermore, the nature of all inquiry—including academic inquiry—is of 

openness and adaptability to whatever surfaces in the process of discovery. 

Theme 10: Begin to dis-identify with the mind or idea of self. Discussed in section 3.4 of 

Chapter Three, a continued awareness of a separation from “the self” (the socially conditioned and 

identified self) and the “true self” or whatever remains (timelessness or pure consciousness) is the 

ultimate developmental state of human consciousness (see Adyashanti, 2010; see Lamb, 2013; see 

Spira, 2017). In studies that documented advanced forms of disidentification, long-term meditators, 

for example, have been known to have unique capacities, such as an inhibited startle response (see 

Goleman, 2003; see Travis et al., 2004), and responding with both subjective compassion and 

objective relaxation (see Goleman, 2003 for a description of Paul Ekman’s work with Tibetan 
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Buddhist monks). This is dangerous terrain for investigation with university students, particularly 

those new to meditation, and indeed in general because of the unpredictability of how participants 

might react. However, it was clear that at least one student shared that he was able to distinguish 

between two selves, noting one as ‘the true self’, and another shared that they student noticed the 

clear separation between ‘self’ and ‘mind’: 

 

‘Intrapersonal development could help you to clarify yourself, implying figuring out what is real need 

and be aware of what you are looking for. I insist on one principle, “keep real”, to live. So 

intrapersonal development is necessary to identify my true self. Now that your intrapersonal skills are 

developed, a clear and real individual will be express to others when you interact with them.’ (RP11) 

 
‘I have discovered how many destructive thoughts are in my mind and have learnt to notice and stop 

paying attention. Because my mind is always overthinking, I just get absorbed by these thoughts and 

start believing every single one of them. I also noticed how whatever bad things I see in people is just 

a reflection of the thoughts inside my mind and not really me.’ (SI20) 
 

While fewer students shared that they felt better able to ‘love what is’ (Katie, 2002), that is, in not 

resisting realities in life, reminiscent of allowing things come and go, arise and pass away. For 

example: 

 

‘I think single individual is the fundamental component of the society. In the part “inner relationships”, 

we mentioned that the self is defined in relation with others. And in the next part we mentioned self-

talk, it is the most fundamental communication in the world. The attitude we hold towards other 

things on the world is largely determined by our thoughts and minds. There is a phenomenon that if 

we are happy, we can see more beautiful scenes in life. I think it holds the same principle as 

relationships and mind-work. Only after we deal well with the things about ourselves, can we deal 

with things with others better. The results may be totally different after we changing our minds.’ 

(RP16) 

 

‘If you are friendly to yourself, the world is friendly to you is really helpful knowledge to me.’ (RP17) 

 

One student, who frequently shared interesting reflections, noted that life can be like a game or show, 

and that therefore, there is no need to resist participation:  
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‘In high school, I always pretended to be with others, I prefer to stay alone.  For example, if my friends 

wanted to go to a movie, I would go with them although I hated noisy people in theatre.  In most cases, 

once my friends invited me, I would not hesitate to follow them. Now I’m not a high school student 

anymore. However, I’m still like before. For our authentic self, it’s too difficult to be a real myself in 

daily life. As a human, we need to communicate with others, in return, we can get friendships and more. 

We always need to meet with others and do some interesting or boring things together. To some extent, 

it might be one of the secrets of life. We cannot follow the heart all the time, however, we can still 

catch it whenever we belong to ourselves. I guess the best way to be closed to our authentic self is that 

we need to balance the show for others and the truth that who we really are. Besides, others in our eyes, 

they may also act the way we are acting. What’s more, we are all in a big “true men” show like the 

movie The Truman Show. In a way, what we need to do is try our best to cooperate with others in the 

show, which means to be good actors for others. From this condition, we can grow the relationships 

with others towards a healthy direction.’ (RP12) 

 

Moving towards disidentification is potentially problematic, as has already been discussed at length in 

section 3.4 of Chapter Three in this thesis. It is also dependent on the willingness that students have 

to destroy or lose parts of their social constructed identity. For this reason, I cannot overstate how as 

pedagogues, we must facilitate deeper these practices gently and with great care. If a student’s sense 

of self in stable and well-formed (see muladhara in section 6.3 of Chapter Six as a brief example), 

their willingness may already be there with little facilitation. The students who shared their final 

responses had, in my estimation, a strong sense of self. Consequently, follow-up interviews with 

students who shared these types of responses could yield powerful insights for pedagogues who 

integrate meditation and other contemplative practices into higher education pedagogy and curriculum.  

 

8.1.3 Discussion of “the self in relation to others”  

Much of the course content invited students to revisit a past conflict—not always with others—but 

mostly. In general, there was a large response for the theme improving interpersonal relationship 

functioning and quality. In truth, all other themes involving the self and other could be incorporated 

into this theme, since it refers to interactions in various contexts, such as workplace settings. I 

describe in section 8.1.3 how I determined what would ‘fit’ into this theme as opposed to other highly 

pertinent themes in this section.  
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8.1.3.1 Data underpinning previous studies  

Theme 11: Heightens empathic tendencies. All meditative traditions generally emphasise the 

cultivation of empathy (see Shapiro & Walsh, 2003; see Walsh, 1999). The relationship between 

empathy and mindfulness meditation has been investigated both outside higher education contexts 

(Shapiro & Izett, 1998; Shapiro, Brown & Biegel, 2007) and within higher education contexts 

(Shapiro, Schwartz & Bonner, 1998). Heightened empathic tendencies have clear implications for 

social interactions, and in particular, in university contexts where social life and social interactions 

with teachers, peers and administrators and possibly also employers form the backbone of daily life. 

An interesting contribution from several students is that they value non-friends as much as friends for 

what they can teach them: 

 

‘After learning these seven parts, I start to think more about my inner thought and try to improve the 

communication with my parents. For instance, I have realized that everyone has their own special 

power. They are not in your way but show you the way. These words sincerely change my mind 

before, which used to exclude different ideas from others and insist myself stubbornly. Thus, the most 

improvement I have received is to try to think more about others.’ (RP1) 

 

‘Before I participated in this course, I had no idea who I am and how my relationships were with 

people around me, even with my family and my close friends. All I know is that they are all close and 

intimate to me, so if I am in trouble, have some emergency or need someone to talk with, they will help 

me. However, now I know relationships are far more than that. Other people are essential to our life, 

we won't be happy if we are always alone, and I think every relationship need to be treated carefully 

with heart, even those relationships that are not with our family and close friends.’ (SI18) 

 

While others recognised that sometimes they have unfair expectations from others: 

 

‘When facing new problems, I am now able to think of mind-work and think about how mind-work 

can help to make things better. For example, before going angry, I would think about what I had 

learned and ask myself: is it because my expectation for the other is too high or too unreasonable? In 

some cases, the anger would fade.’ (RP5) 

 

‘As for my relationship with others, I found myself become more tolerant of the people who are 

different from me. In the past, I found sometimes I am easily disappointed by others whose action does 

not meet my expectations, and I was quite emotional when I got into conflicts with others. After doing 
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the mind-work practices, I found I gained more inner peace which helped me to deal with the 

relationships around me more rationally and with understanding.’ (S14) 

 

Another frequent contribution which has clear connections to empathic tendencies is ‘forgiveness’ 

(see Oman et al., 2008). Several students noticed their capacity to forgive others and themselves has 

altered: 

 

‘I think the first and the most important change to me is that I have touched forgiveness. I say touched 

not learn because I think maybe now I have still not fully understood this term. The touch of 

forgiveness gives me a lot of relief to myself and others. I usually punished myself and insulted myself 

in the past, but now the situation is much better. I have severe conflicts with my dad, which I have 

mentioned in some reflecting writings before, and now our relationships is much better. He likes to 

listen to my problems and ideas.’ (RP10)  

 
‘I remember there was a mind-work practice about the working relationship that asked me to recall an 

argument happened between me and one of my colleagues and letting me reappear the scene in my 

mind again. Honestly, every time I recalled the argument before I would feel tense and uncomfortable. 

But in the mind-work practice, all I felt was calmness and peace. I retrospected on what exactly 

happened between us and started realising maybe I did do something wrong and said some horrible 

things to him. So then I thought I am the one that owned him an apology. Well, actually, I did 

apologise to him, after around one week later, I needed some time to be brave and reflect and decide 

the way to apologise to him.’ (SI15) 

 

Finally, some students noted that as well as seeing life events differently or from different 

perspectives, they have also begun to put themselves in the shoes of others. Some students shared that 

they were able to resolve old conflicts by reflecting deeply upon the relationship, while others shared 

more generally about how their current perspective had changed:  

 
‘Furthermore, in terms of the interpersonal relationship, I begin to take a different look at the 

problems which might occur in those relationships, such as conflicts, different and frustrating things. I 

learn to consider those problems in different perspectives, from both others’ and my point of view.’ 

(RP6)  

 

‘I changed my attitude toward some things. For example, I have a cousin whose characteristics are 

quite different from mine. I am an introverted person while she is a very outgoing and careless person. 

Sometimes her behaviour and words will infuriate me. So we have many conflicts. Before the 

meditation course I didn't want to spend much long time hanging out with her. In the first and second 
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class, our teacher told us about the “anchoring relationships”. It is a kind of relationship that will give 

you the rooted, grounded and safe feeling. On reflection, I think both she and I have strengths and 

weaknesses. I like to reflect on myself and consider other people more.’ (SI10) 

 

In sum, the heightening of empathic tendencies has positive consequences for social interactions and 

both close/known and distant/yet to be known relationships (see Shapiro & Izett, 2008). It also has 

potentially positive consequences for healing trauma from past conflicts, although this warrants far 

more specific investigation, as well as a great deal of caution on the part of the practitioner-

researcher. One area of particular interest to higher education for further investigation—because of 

the possibility for being early phases of the melting away or dissolving of “the self” are in the 

responses where students shared that they valued non-friends as much as friends for what they can 

teach them. Just as learning can take place from making mistakes, those who challenge us (“non-

friends” for example) provides inner learning opportunities and personal growth. Investigations into 

the development of inner learning from interaction, conflicts, situations, interaction or events could 

contribute to the cultivation of insight through critical reflection for seeing learning opportunities 

alternatively.  

Theme 12: Improves interpersonal relationship functioning and quality. Interpersonal 

relationship functioning and quality is a broad category that includes attitudes and behaviours towards 

others in various contexts. Meditation, MBSR training programmes and other mindfulness-based 

adaptations have demonstrated positive effects on interpersonal relationships (see Carson, Carson, & 

Baucom, 2004). The importance of a sense of closeness and belonging for psychological well-being 

(see Baumeister & Leary, 1995; see Ryan & Deci, 2000) cannot be over-stated. In workplace contexts, 

changes in interpersonal relationship quality and functioning have been studied as a means of 

establishing ways of facilitating improved workplace social and professional interactions (see Pykett 

et al., 2016). In higher education contexts, the same is applicable (see Goleman, 2006) since positive 

interpersonal behaviour supports healthy learning climates. Some educational researchers have 

highlighted that further attention should be given to interpersonal relationship functioning and quality 

in higher education, given the frequency of social interactions and so potential social stressors that can 

be at play among peers, students and pedagogues and administrators (see Shapiro, Brown & Astin, 
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2011). Here students have reported a number of changes, which include trusting others more, 

developing a greater sense of positivity and compassion towards others, changing attitudes first 

towards oneself, preventing and resolving conflicts in situ (Barnett, 2004), communicating dislikes 

more easily and accepting others as they are. To begin, some students recognised that previously they 

had been quite hard with others in work-related interactions and noted that they were now better able 

to collaborate with others because they trusted them more:  

 

‘Personally, I think the working relationship stands out to me as being discoveries about myself and 

the relationship with others. I am a relatively introverted person and I prefer to stay alone for most 

times. I don't know much about collaborating with others. The working relationship section let me 

know how to cooperate with others better. For example, when my group mates forget to finish their 

part of the project in time, I will not be as angry as before.’ (RP13)  

 

‘I think the most impressive word that I learnt in this course is to stop complaining. I used to complain 

about other people if something wrong happened like I thought they did something wrong or what 

they did didn’t meet my satisfaction. I would get more and more angry thinking about that and this 

was all what I thought before but now I tend to think what I was responsible for this mistake and it 

really has worked in my society work so I think it helps. I get better along with my partners when 

working on tasks and it helps me gain some experience on how to co-operate better with others.’ (SI8) 

 

In times of potential conflict and irritation with others, some students noted that they have learnt to 

develop a sense of positivity and compassion towards others:  

 

‘This help me to feel better and even melt the conflicts that happen between other people and me. For 

example, I would say “we all want to be well and we all want to be happy” to myself, when I am 

annoyed with my boyfriend due to some tiny things.’ (RP14) 

 
‘I realised that we must put our mind into a knowing position and seeing people in an original way, 

being kind and compassionate to other people. The most important thing that we should do is just 

focus on ourselves and we must be aware that we are connected all the time so we must keep in mind 

we must be kind to other people. We must be aware of the role we play in the process. I have learnt 

the importance of kindness. In this way I can remind myself how to solve these problems.’ (SI11) 

 

One insightful finding from a number of students was the awareness that changing their attitude 

towards themselves had an impact on changing their attitude towards others:  
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‘If we want to get on well with other people around us, we need first have a positive attitude deep 

down. This means we need to know how to get along well with ourselves. If we think ourselves in a 

pessimistic way or always get angry with no reason. Such bad mood and attitude will definitely leave 

a negative impact on relationship with others. Maybe we will feel frustrated and annoyed even if 

others have done nothing wrong. For example, when I am in a bad mood, I will think what others have 

done is always against me and may feel angry because some tinny things. If we do not trust ourselves, 

this means we will also hard to have a sense of security in other people. If we always like to judge 

ourselves in a picky way, it means we will possibly judge others even more captiously.’ (RP19) 

 

‘I used to be a little bit cynical and couldn't get along well with people I don't like, and my opinions 

about them was hard to change, even though they did something good or they were nice to me. I know 

I behaved too stubborn and I wanted to change, but I don't know how.  However, over this course, I 

seemed to start treating things or people I dislike differently. I started discovering their merits and 

being more tolerant, and I gradually realize no matter who has a kind person inside, all I need to do is 

try to discover it and make it shine. I can't tell which part of this course makes me change exactly, but 

I do feel the difference between me before and after this course.’ (SI3) 

 

One recurrent holistic contribution from students was the realisation that they were better able to 

resolve or prevent conflicts and thus get along better with others: 

 

‘I have a more profound understanding, the close relationship with my parents, best friends get along 

more harmonious.’ (RP5) 

 

‘About myself in relation to others, I can observe others without others' consciousness and try to know 

their emotions. Then I can treat them in the way they want and will be happy. It can avoid conflicts.’ 

(RP)   

 

Finally, bearing similarity to the shared responses just reported, two students expressed that she was 

not only able to prevent or resolve all conflicts with others, but that they found the courage to share 

with others how they felt in terms of their dislikes regarding the behaviour of others as well when 

accepting differences: 

 

‘At first my job is not going well. The relationship with roommate Annie has not been easy and I also 

often felt that I am useless. However, as time goes by, I began to adjust to her own state of mind, my 

roommate Annie and I had a conversation, I told her I don't love her to sing in the dormitory, I also 

don't want her to say I that I am stupid (I think our relationship is not close enough for any jokes to be 

point of fact), she expressed understanding and will work hard to overcome these problems, this is a 

little progress in interpersonal relationships with me.’ (RP2) 
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‘I think it often takes courage to accept new people and things. We just need to open our minds. From 

mind-work, I learned that through closing distance with unfamiliar people, I can obtain a new 

perspective of the world, though sometimes it can make me confused because of our difference. I need 

to embrace the diversity of the world with a more forgiving mindset, only in this way can I have a 

broader sight.’ (SI16) 

 
In sum, it seems that while some students reported a shift in attitude towards themselves as 

contributing considerably to changing they noticed in their interpersonal relationship functioning and 

quality, common responses were focused on creative knowing in situ (Barnett, 2004) changes they 

noticed in their own behaviour that positively transformed their social interactions. Here, I recall one 

of the deeper meaning of mindfulness (sati in Pali; smrti in Sanskrit) introduced in section 3.4.3 of 

Chapter Three as ‘lucid awareness of present happenings’ (Bodhi, 2013, p. 25). For example, being 

able to pause, observe, communicate honestly to ultimately prevent potential conflicts seems to be a 

result of ‘lucid awareness’ at the very time of the social interaction. This idea warrants further study, 

in particular, of a phenomenological kind, that asks students to report what is happening in situ to 

contribute to preventing potential conflicts.  

Theme 13: Heightens a felt sense of interconnectedness. Interconnectedness is a central 

concept in a number of traditional contemplative teachings and have been a focal point of study in a 

range of contexts (Goleman, 2006). It is also the beginnings of disidentification from non-dualist 

teachings as the separation of self and other begins to soften, melt or dissolve (Tolle, 2005). In higher 

education, meditation as contributing to the heightening of a felt sense of interconnectedness has also 

been studied in the field of psychology, with promising early findings (Barnes et al., 2007; Brown, 

2007). One important development that surfaced frequently in students’ contributions was that they 

were now less inclined to judge and/or discriminate against others: 

 

‘It is wise for me to stop judging people and stop putting ourselves and others into narrow groups. 

This not only aims to judge others in a fair way but also free myself.’ (RP4) 

 

‘I was keen to learn ways to deal with the relationships with my teammates, my roommates and my 

family members and so on. Changing my way of viewing people is not easy, but I think I am heading 

to my goals because I can feel mind-work is making a large impact in my life.’ (RP18) 
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In a similar vein, some students reported that the separation or distance between themselves 

and others had changed:  

 

‘The separation of the idea of myself and others has narrowed a little, before others actions would 

affect my being, but now I see it more as a reflection of my own state of mind.’ (RP7) 

 

‘This course keeps reminding me of a poem called 'For Whom the Bell Tolls' written by John Donne 

which was at first to spread the Christian belief to people. The most famous lines in this poem are ‘No 

man is an island, entire of itself’ and ‘Any man's death diminishes me, because I am involved in 

mankind’. These lines impressed me a lot when I first read them. I think it could be implied perfectly 

to the universal connectedness of the world around us. It is a fantastic experience to think about how 

ourselves live on this earth in connection with so many lives around us and how we are also connected 

with the earth that supports us. In a larger extent, how the universe forms our body and mind, our cells, 

everything. Every pieces of every person’s body is formed by unknown matter that was floating in the 

space millions of years ago. The whole universe, the stars we see at night, every life on this earth or 

even outside the earth, we are all connected and we are all so small. But the point here is that as we 

are all connected, everything is supporting and being supported, everything is being of service in a 

way or another. We serve can each other every day. We are the same. We are formed the same. We 

are not separated.’ (SI5). 

 

Just as seeing life and interactions as part of a show, dance or festival is to begin to dis-identify with 

the socially conditioned self, the separation between self and other closing, blurring or merging is 

also the beginnings of disidentification. One clear way in which heightening a felt sense of 

interconnectedness can be a positive effect resulting from the integration of meditation, is in social 

justice work and other critical pedagogic approaches in higher education. As Wray and Batada (2017) 

has demonstrated in their public health university course, meditative practice that heighten students’ 

felt sense of interconnectedness can contribute considerably to awareness-raising practices in 

service-oriented disciplines. Students’ awareness of their possible implicit privileged behaviour 

towards others, as well as social inequalities and other forms of discrimination, othering and unfair 

treatment of others can contribute to more compassionate and wholehearted social interactions in 

their daily lives. On a final note, because of the integral worldview towards people, oneself and daily 

life, interconnectedness, a tenet of ‘integral education’ (see Murray, 2009; Shirazi, 2011) and non-
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dualist philosophy, has the capacity to cut through resistance to meditative practices because of their 

practical application in every student’s daily life.   

 

8.1.3.2 New themes coming to light from this study 

Theme 14: Increased desire to be of service to others. Although much fewer in number, three 

students reported both a sense of no longer needing as much from others, and a desire/ability to give 

to others. In overall response to his learning on the course, one student wrote: 

 

‘I used to be very lonely. I found that nobody come to me to bring brightness to me. I lived in a poor 

surrounding. I hope someone could give me a huge hug. However, everyone in the university had their 

world. They start more to concern about themselves. Therefore, after the mind-work practices, I found 

that the relationship should be each other. It’s interconnection. Therefore, I can also become someone 

who share my brightness to the others.’ (RP1) 

 

 ‘I think being aware of interconnectedness is a way to feel love. When I was fighting for my college 

entrance examination, I felt so alone and my head teacher told me: “you are not alone, think about all 

your classmates, think about all the year 3 students in this high school, think about all the students in 

China who are in 18 years old, think about those people who fail or miss this exam are trying their 

best to do it again. Now, think about yourself, are you still feel alone? There are millions of people 

have the same situation as you. There are millions of people who are concerned about these exams: 

your parents, your teachers, you should feel lucky and love”. I recalled this time in one of the self-

inquiry mediations, though I forget it often. At this moment, I am very grateful that I had him as my 

head teacher during my high school life. This case also shows me the importance of connectedness in 

people’s lives. When you are in trouble, you know someone takes care of you and are always 

concerned about you, which make you feel warm and happy. And you want to do the same for others 

too.’ (RP7) 

 

These three students shared profound insight, showing they now realized that individuals contribute 

to society through self-love, which indirectly echoes self-compassion (see Neff, 2003a): 

 

‘I agree, because what our intrapersonal development is decides what interpersonal development. For 

example, I like playing the piano, it will make me to meet more people like myself. More than that, it 

will form a small society among us. This society only allow people who like playing the piano. So, the 

intrapersonal is the hobbit, and the interpersonal is this small society.’ (RP8) 
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‘There is a saying said that, if you smile to the world the world will smile to you, to all our universal 

kindness love, the universe will give you all love if you are kind to others in return, the others will be 

kind to you as well, for ourselves it’s the same effect. If we can form the utmost fear surrounding us 

into a love and kindness have it-- we can treat all friends, families even colleagues well and we can get 

a peaceful initiative with people around us, for example there is a woman who manages all dormitories 

in the front desk, I did her a favour when she tried to pull our books out of the front desk. Thanks for 

this experience the woman always smile to me and when we meet each other, I feel warm when 

meeting with her.’ (SI17) 

 

This response from a student suggests that they are beginning to realise the agency they have in 

transforming their experiences and the experiences of others in relation to them. Meanwhile, in 

response to their learning on the seventh and final part of the course, “universal relationships”, which 

explicitly provided a service-oriented perspective for questioning and examining, others wrote: 
 

‘I think the best way to give service to the world is to forget about the idea you are a server, by giving 

the fullest effort to your daily tasks, no matter whether it is to help yourself or help others. Realising 

how connected we are in this world gives meaning to everything we do whether we have the intent to 

service the world or not. Because everything you do adds value to the world. If I must answer how 

can we accelerate this value adding process, I would say to raise awareness of this interconnectedness 

and power we all have to impact the world.’ (RP6) 

 

‘I have realised that being of service is the way to realise your own value. Through service, you find 

you have the ability and may be the gift to complete something. In the past, I do not think I can serve 

something but I found some of my value yesterday. I helped my friend with his coming interview and 

today he said to me he did very well. At this moment, I felt so happy and realised my value to others 

even to the structures I belong to. It improves my quality of life.’ (RP8) 

 

These student responses suggest that many students appreciate that inner work has outer implications 

for others, given that it changes their way of being in the world. There is a place for service-oriented 

meditative practices (as discussed in section 3.6 of Chapter Three), particularly with regards to 

recent developments that service-learning initiative are more and more valued as well as taking shape 

in higher education contexts (see Jacoby, 2017). Just as the Centre for Contemplative Mind in 

Society (CMind; see www.comtemplativemind.org) have produced teaching resources for supporting 

peaceful activism and service-oriented work (see The Activist’s Ally: Contemplative Tools for Social 

Change, 2007) some of these initiatives could investigate the kinds of foundational practices for inner 

work that would complement and bolster these types of university learning initiatives.  
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 To conclude this section, I have discussed fourteen themes that emerged from my thematic 

analysis of the data, seven of which were new themes coming to light from this study, given the 

methods adopted that allowed for more in-depth student responses. Following on from this discussion 

in Part Two, in which I reframe the themes detailed here in part one according to other means of 

understanding the students’ responses to personal change and/or newfound knowledge (one of the 

three areas of inquiry). The other two areas of inquiry, direct practical experiences and intentions on 

integration are also discussed and framed in various ways to present the findings in a manner that 

proposes further areas for future investigations.  
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Part Two 

 

8.2 Discussion of three areas of inquiry 

The three research questions, as previously indicated in section 5.4 of Chapter Five, were intended to 

explore the following three areas of inquiry: 

1. personal change and/or newfound knowledge;  

2. direct practical experiences; and  

3. intentions on integration. 

They can be understood as “critical reflections on past and present self”, “critical reflections on 

meditative experiences” and “personal intentions on the integration of knowledge and further 

practice”. My commitment to place students’ voices at the centre of this discussion has meant that the 

chapter has become lengthy. However, much of the data presented in the previous section overlaps 

considerably with the first area of inquiry. In this section, I discuss the findings according to these 

three areas of inquiry but have presented these findings in a much more succinct manner, utilising 

various presentation devices to provide a holistic view. Approaching the three areas of inquiry in this 

manner is a means of offering a summary as well as a means of drawing initial conclusions.  

 

8.2.1 Personal change and/or newfound knowledge 

Inviting students to describe their personal change and/or newfound knowledge is asking them to 

critically consider a picture of themselves, as both subjects and objects, both “before” and “after” the 

course. Much of this discussion is the reorganisation of the specific effects discussed in section 7.3 as 

themes both underpinning existing literature and offering new themes. Here I present further patterns 

in the data, which appeared as body-oriented associations and can—to my initial surprise—be easily 

mapped on the conceptual framework I originally presented in section 2.2 of Chapter 2.   
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8.2.1.1 Orientations towards the body 

In the course content, there was no explicit reference to the body. The practices, although initially 

rooted in raising students’ awareness of sensing and being rather than the more dominant thinking and 

doing as outlined in Chapter Six. Nonetheless, no references to the body were made to the students to 

connect each course part to the emotional body and so the course content did not steer the following 

responses. The only explicit reference—but far more abstract and non-bodily according to traditional 

models of education—was of the mind. Nonetheless, as I analysed the data over and over again in 

various ways, the number of bodily references that were made began to stand out. These are all rather 

common and indeed, the three most common—mind, heart and sight—were originally introduced in 

section 2.2 of Chapter Two. As such, I reviewed all data that was analysed for Part One of this 

chapter, in order to see if there were other ways the data relating to personal change and/or newfound 

knowledge could be understood, discussed and analysed. Expanding upon Part One findings, this 

section has focused specifically on body-oriented references when the students are describing their 

personal change and/or newfound knowledge. As such, in Figure 8.2a I expanded upon the 

conceptual framework first introduced in Chapter Two, by fleshing out the language associated with 

matters of mind, heart and sight. In Figure 8.2b the word clouds show the frequency at which cognate 

terms of mind, heart and sight are used in combination with other expressive terms, such as ‘peaceful’, 

‘calm’ and ‘new’. 

These findings need not be discussed in depth for three reasons. Much of the data presented 

above has already been presented in Part One. Secondly, Figure 8.2b speaks for itself, with the size 

of the font indicating the frequency at which the bodily references occurred in both the end of course 

reflective portfolios and the end of the course structured interviews. Here, it can be seen that terms 

like ‘peaceful’ and ‘calm’ occurred most often with ‘heart’, and with ‘mind’, terms like ‘calm’, ‘clear’ 

and ‘open’ occurred most often when students discussed themselves and their personal change and/or 

newfound knowledge. When students discussed themselves, others and life situations however, terms 

with ‘sight’ occurred most often, these included seeing oneself, others and situations with ‘new’, 

‘clearer’ and from ‘different’ ‘perspectives’, ‘ways’, ‘angles’ and ‘views’.  
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Finally, the link between students literally bringing the body into their inner learning and the 

role of the body in this type of learning would need to be investigated much more thoroughly as a 

standalone course. Investigations could include when students speak of heart and mind in unison or 

conjunction and why they do this. What have they understood about the connection between heart and 

mind from their direct experiences and reflections on their inner learning that lead to them doing this? 
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Such responses could be very insightful and confirm from a first-person perspective some of the work 

that has turned Cartesian dualism on its head (see Ergas, 2012; 2013a). Additionally, Varela and 

Shear (1999) argued that a refined instrument for accessing direct first-person experiences is a 

methodological necessity to adequately capture the subtlety of meditative experiences. how this 

information could be accessed so as to examine and scrutinise the role of the body in processing these 

experiences is worthy of deeper consideration.  

 

 

 

Figure 8.2b Word clouds: Heart, mind and sight  

 

8.2.1.2 Specific effects and the blurring of boundaries  

I have already discussed in section 8.1 of this chapter that the boundaries between effects, themes and 

groups of effects are not always easily demarcated, nor need they be. In the interest of presenting 

summarised and succinct information, the themes have been created, largely research-led themes and 

then built upon. A few noticeable features, as far as determining boundaries for thematic analysis in 

the data were:  
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1. Boundaries between students’ reporting on learning about/of themselves and learning 

about/of others were sometimes blurred;  

2. Boundaries between students’ reporting the changes they had noticed in themselves, and the 

changes that others close to them had noticed in them;  

3. Boundaries between students’ reporting bodily associations between heart, mind and sight 

were sometimes blurred. 

This blurring of boundaries is in some ways expected for an integral approach to higher education 

pedagogy and curriculum. Nonetheless, there may be opportunities to ask even more structured 

questions in order to pinpoint (or not) certain what, how and why questions that shed light on which 

elements of the student experiences brought about their particular insights. For example, with 

orientations towards the body, explicit explorations into the experience in the body of manas, buddhi 

and ahamkara (see Ergas, 2013a) could be part of the questions in the reflective writings. Another 

possibility could be to separate questioning concerning relational types of impact and educational 

practices relating to impact in order to discern where the greatest inner learning and knowing 

opportunities take place. Furthermore, understanding distinctions between the self and the other, if 

students are even able to make these kinds of distinctions by the end of the course, would be worth 

investigating.  

To conclude this section, further investigation into the correlations between reported inner 

learning and certain emotions, thoughts and relationship types would further flesh out some of these 

findings and provide interesting avenues for future studies. Undertaking this investigation with the 

data generated is currently beyond the scope this study.  

 

8.2.2 Direct practical experiences 

Inviting students to critically reflect upon their direct practical experiences of the meditative practices, 

is asking them to first finetune their present-centred awareness and their ability to observe or notice 

without reacting in situ. Therefore, although the critical reflection takes place after the meditative 

experience, the meditative practices induce in students a present-centred awareness that can enable a 
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stronger ability to recall and remember. Here, insights on which practices had the strongest impact on 

student-participants are discussed in two main parts: positive impacts and negative impacts. 

 

8.2.2.1 Most positive impacts  

It was important as a pedagogue and researcher to learn from the students which first-person 

experiences were most impactful, and which were not. Given the openness of the term ‘impactful’ and 

the fact there were a large number of different components and meditative practices within the course, 

the students provided vastly different responses. All in all, the findings for this section have been 

organised, firstly, according to patterns and themes by the students’ shared responses that came to 

light. These themes are: reflection, silence and trust and will be discussed after their introduction. 

Secondly, the frequency in which different parts of the course were cited by students as being 

responsible for the impactful—or the converse—have been organised as a continuum, from most 

impactful to least impactful. To begin, the three standout positive impacts are discussed.   

Positive Impact 1: The value of reflection. As discussed throughout this thesis, and indeed 

throughout the majority of action research studies in higher education, various forms of reflection 

have long been valued in educational contexts (Ash & Clayton, 2004; Carroll, 2005; Garcia, 2014; 

Evans & Waring, 2014, 2015; Evans, Muijis & Tomlinson, 2016; Gelter, 2003; Kolb, 1984; Lewis & 

Williams, 1994; Moon, 2004) as well as in other organisational and workplace settings (see Moon, 

2006; see Schön, 1983). I have been surprised that reflection was so valued and highlighted as having 

a positive impact by a high number of students. Mentioned on several occasions as being valued for 

the inner learning it offered students, here are just some of the contributions that students shared: 

  

‘Meditation and reflective writing help me recall my former experience of the relationships with myself 

and others. Both of them help me more deeply understand the topic and learn more about my 

relationships.’ (RP1) 

 

‘Recalling the memories and reflecting on myself because makes me feel uneasy and regretful at times. 

But I realise that thinking is different from reflecting. Reflect involves more previous knowledge and 

determination. Reflective working really helps me to make progress in my self-understanding.’ (SI17) 
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I discuss this further in section 9.6 of the final chapter, Chapter Nine, when I discuss future research 

directions and the significant non-arbitrary role that reflective writing could play.   

Positive Impact 2: The pleasure of silence. When I discovered this contribution repeatedly in 

the data generated, I recalled Nelson’s (2006) The Fruits of Silence. I also recalled a number of 

journal articles and academic books on holding space in silence for students, regardless of how 

uncomfortable it might be initially, for both pedagogues and students (Barbezat & Bush, 2014; Berila, 

2014, 2016; Nelson, 2006; O’Reilly, 1998; Rendon, 2009). I recalled popular literature, such as 

Stillness Speaks (Tolle, 2003). I recalled how much I value and am now accustomed to and enjoy 

moments of silence after years of practice. I recalled some contemplative higher education literature I 

have read on taking time out away from technological devices and being more mindful with 

technology (see Levy, 2016), something pedagogues are perhaps more comfortable with than 

millennials who can barely remember social interactions free from devices and social media platforms. 

I recalled how busy the campus is and indeed how incredibly busy almost any medium-sized Chinese 

city is (this campus is based in a city of seven million inhabitants, a size that my local friends 

consistently refer to as small). Still I had not expected the value for silence to occur so frequently. 

Although, it seems obvious that this course and its practiced offered ample moments of it to students 

and in direct opposition to their standard courses at our institution.  

Some students shared powerful words on how these moments of silence positively impacted 

their experience on the course. For example: 

 

‘Every group discussion, we have meditation at the beginning. It has a positive impact on me. Because 

there is no place that can be as appropriate as that place for meditation on campus. In this room, we can 

listen to soft music which seems to come from somewhere far away without earphones (in other places 

not using earphones will disturb others). We can sit on a comfortable mat and the incense smells good. 

All of these things provide me with a good environment to meditate. And in this environment, I can 

relax and reflect into myself instead of worrying about being disturbing to others or being disturbed by 

others. And sometimes, when I am too tired, I also use this as a chance to just let go and relax. I don’t 

know why but I am so realised in this environment.’ (RP2) 
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As an extremely atypical classroom practice, integrating and sustaining long moments 

of silence—of stillness practices—seems to have been valued by students on the course.   

Positive Impact 3: An increase in trust. Trusting oneself, others and unexpected life events 

or situations has positive implications for both learning and wellbeing (Chödrön, 1991). A number of 

students reported trusting others more, particularly with regards to working on projects together, and 

some of these comments were discussed in Part One as part of Theme 12. Theme 5 also discussed 

findings that students reported noticing a change in how much they trusted themselves. More 

significant in number, students shared an increase in trust in themselves and others as one of the most 

positive impacts from the entire course. For example, some students reported:  

 

‘Another example of a big impact is developing a sense of security in ourselves because I am a person 

who is always struggling and trying to make a decision because I always want to make a perfect 

decision but sometimes I just don't know what to do. So it always takes me a lot of time to make the 

decision and finally actually, the decision may not be perfect as I thought it would. But the task 

developing a sense of security in myself, it helps me realise that the intuition is actually guiding us to a 

way to deal with this situation in the way we like, we feel natural. In other words, it helps me to know 

that sometimes I should trust myself more, trust my intuition and sometimes maybe don’t be so rational 

and be so hard to myself to be perfect. I think trusting myself more in the future when dealing with the 

problems will help me most.’ (SI10) 

 

‘I learned to trust myself more. I realised that if we do not trust ourselves, this means we would also 

not have trust in other people. If we always like to judge ourselves in a bigger way, it means so we 

would possibly judge others even more captiously. Of all, if we are always grateful, kind and 

compassionate towards ourselves, it makes possible that we will also like to adopt such attitudes 

towards others. So the biggest “take-away” is I learned to trust.’ (SI13) 

 

Furthermore, a high number of students also reported trusting situations more:  

 

‘When it comes to positive impact that the mind work leaves me, I think they are so much, and they’re 

so many. There are so many positive impacts. First, regarding intrapersonal relationship, I began to 

understand myself better, having a clear in mind of myself by exploiting myself deeper and deeper in 

self-inquiry. Then this helps me consequently learn to trust myself, also learn to appreciate and enjoy 

what I have now and the life situations I am having.’ (SI4) 
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An increase in trust is perhaps a sign of being better able to self-regulate emotions but more broadly, 

it is perhaps a sign of being more confident and self-reliant in general. It also might indicate the 

beginning of inner/embodied ethics taking shape attitudinally in the fluxes of daily life. 

 

8.2.2.2 Impact of each of the seven relationships on the course  

Although the seven relationships introduced in Chapter Six overlap in that more than one 

relationship could be drawn upon as a framework for examining one’s relationships with their parents 

or siblings, when students asked about impact—positive or negative—a number of them referred to 

the notion of ‘relationship’ itself as having the most positive or negative impact. 

Figure 8.2c Students’ direct experiences of the seven relationships  

 

This might be a flaw in the excessive openness or imprecision of the question’s wording itself. 

Perhaps future questions should specify what they are asking more precisely. That is, the questions 

could distinguish between overall experiences (personal insights) and the specific course parts (topical 

impacts). Notwithstanding, through a thorough analysis of all student responses on their practical 

direct experiences and a thorough reading of the positive or negative impacts associated with each 

other the course parts—the seven relationships—a clear picture of impact was visible in the data. A 

short discussion of the students’ perspectives on the most impactful and the least impactful parts of 

the course now follows. The parts of the course are presented as follows in order of most impactful to 
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least impactful, as per Table 8.2c. To refresh memory, refer back to the description of the course 

content and each of the seven parts in section 6.3.2 of Chapter Six. 

Part 4: Inner Relationships. Perhaps one of the most surprising findings was the impact of 

this part of the course. I was originally concerned that the course part was pushing it too far, far too 

personal and I expected students to retreat and share less. This was not the case. Some of the critical 

reflections that students shared were lengthy and considered, demonstrating their willingness to 

explore intimate, romantic relationships. Investigations into romantic relationships is as a key element 

of human flourishing to students at this age (see Barnes et al., 2007; Baumeister & Leary, 1995; see 

Creswell, Eisenberger & Lieberman, 2007). I was partly surprised to find some of the longest most 

open accounts of love came from the male students on the course. Secondly, this was the only part of 

the course that adopted The Work of Byron Katie in its pure form, without modifications or making it 

slightly more light-touch, as I did in all other parts of the course for self-inquiry meditations. For 

example:  

 

‘Inner Relationships. I really like “The Work” by Byron Katie from inner relationship topic because it 

gives me understanding about examining myself and others. It also makes me to stop always blaming 

others because sometimes I am the one who made mistakes.’ (RP14).  

 

It is still unclear why exactly this part was the most impactful for the majority of students. It could be 

because students enjoyed an ampler longer mode of self-inquiry, with the adoption of the 

accompanying resources from The Work of Byron Katie (see www.thework.com/en). It could be 

because the students especially enjoyed delving deeply into understanding their most intimate or 

romantic relationships because of how closely tied they were to knowing themselves better. It could 

also be because of some of the concepts—easy to literally understand—of non-dualistic teachings, 

such as “projection” and “mirroring”, resonated most when students began to inquire into their “inner 

relationships”. Hence, it is worth investigating this part of the course as a standalone short course for 

fuller understanding into the value that students placed on this part and why exactly.  

Part Two: Growing Relationships. The significance of “growing relationships” may partly be 

due to the age at which students typically study at university. For example, the students across all 
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three cycles were aged between 18 and 22. Flow, in particular had an impact on students, recognisable 

from its frequent reference throughout the end of course reflective portfolios. This element of the 

course was reported as being novel, insightful and enabled them to connect with a more authentic 

identity of themselves.  

Part Five: Communicative. One of the most commonly cited course parts throughout the end 

of course reflective portfolios and the end of course structured interviews came from “communicative 

relationships”. There was repeated reference to “self-talk” and “non-violent communication” and 

inner learning, the two self-inquiry practices for this course part is perhaps visible from some of the 

quotations in Part One of this chapter. Although two students reported that they found this course 

part abstract, the number of times the practices were cited positively and as sources of inner learning 

suggests that overall the practices here were valuable to the majority of students.   

Part Seven: Universal Relationships. This course part produced some of the most powerful 

critical reflections I read, such as the student quotation at the very start of Chapter Seven. One 

student reported in the group discussion meeting that she found this part impractical because of the 

degree of abstraction of people outside of our daily lives (FN4), while others still found it challenging. 

When students were asked to consider taking responsibility, to repeat the teachings of Byron Katie 

(2007, p. 77) by discerning between “the universe’s business”, “my business” and “your business”, 

one student questioned in the group discussion meeting, and others agreed, that she found it too 

difficult to discern between “my business” and “your business” (FN13). This made for an interesting 

discussion, but one that inevitably ended with me suggesting that the student, and others who felt as 

she did, must pause and observe carefully and then critically reflect on these relationships as and 

when misunderstanding or potential conflict occurs in their interactions. This is because, I explained, 

it is partly negotiable depending on the unique individuals involved and mostly understandable from 

first-person real-life experiences with others.  

Part One: Anchoring Relationships. The practices here were cited very little overall, yet, 

interestingly, an overwhelming number of students reflected upon relationships with parents. 

Therefore, examining relationships with parents and family members in general clearly offers students 
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a great deal of opportunities for inner learning. The fact that this part was little cited could be due to a 

number of factors:  

1. “Anchoring relationships” was the first part of the course, hence more distant in the students’ 

memories as they were writing their end of course reflective portfolios and attending their end 

of course structured interviews;  

2. The content was not sufficiently memorable or did not easily lend itself to summarising; 

3. The practices, being the very first self-inquiry meditation practice on the course, was more 

light-touch than others in the later parts, in order to ease student in gently. 

Nonetheless, the number of times students cited conflicts with parents was significant and frequent 

enough, reoccurring in a number of other parts on the course.  

Part Six: Intuitive Relationships. There was a divide here, with a small number of students 

reporting that this course part had the biggest impact and others reporting it as having the least impact. 

For example, one student stated: 

 

‘In the part of “intuitive relationships”, inner insight enables me to observe myself.’ (RP12) 

 

However, overall this part was cited very little, and many students said they found it abstract and 

difficult for them to understand and pinpoint intuition: 

 

‘Developing inner insight from “intuitive relationships”. It is not mean that there is no positive impact 

at all, it is just too difficult to measure the impact from this inner insight. Because it is something that 

out of conscious reason or logically thinking. So, I don't really feel the impact from this.’ (SI18) 

 

While others said they needed to explore “intuitive relationships” further in order to see greater 

impact on their inner learning. To conclude this section, aside from perhaps needing to make 

questions more focused with regards to positive/largest and negative/smallest impact, both the 

frequency at with students cited different teachings from the seven parts and the statements they made 

on their degree of their inner learning on some of the course parts provides insight into two significant 

matters. The first is the parts of the course that are problematic, difficult, overly abstract or perhaps 

still under-developed and elusive. The second is the topics and teachings of focus that are most 
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impactful for students. To my surprise because of the extent to which this topic can be embarrassing 

or too intimate to discuss with their teacher and peers, the most powerful and impactful topic all in all 

was “inner relationships”, which focused on intimate romantic relationships.  

 

 

Figure 8.2d Negative impacts from direct practical experiences  

 

8.2.2.3 Most negative impacts  

Although the majority of student responses on the impact of their direct practical experiences on the 

course tended towards the positive, there were some revealing contributions regarding the experiences 

that were negative. These have been organised in the order in which I consider them to be significant 

areas for further investigation and areas of deeper inquiry as they are potentially problematic for 

students, 1 being least concerning and 7 being most concerning. Considerations on supporting 

students with the integration of direct practical experiences can be approached in constructive, 

positive ways in the future and can be drawn from the following information.  
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Negative impact 1: None at all. There were few comments on negative impacts in total, with 

an overwhelming majority of students across all three course cycles reporting that there were no 

negative impacts. Eight students from course cycle 3 reported no negative impacts. Nonetheless, this 

information still made it into the diagram because a response of this sort could be problematic in itself. 

It could for example, suggest that students do not wish to share what they really experienced. 

Assuming students are being honest and unguarded in their responses, it could also mean that they did 

not practice as per the requirements and did not experience anything at all profoundly. It could also 

indicate that the content was not sufficiently impactful. In this case and having seen and read all 

contributions from students on all three course cycles, I posit that the students that had nothing 

negative to feedback were either focused more on emphasising what they learnt rather than what they 

did not learn. Alternatively, students may not have attempted the more threatening self-inquiry 

meditations deeply, as some discomfort is expected given that they are invited to relive past conflicts 

with themselves and others. Either way, rephrasing the question to ask students to be as precise in 

their responses to impacts—positive or negative—could be helpful. 

Negative impact 2: Some applications are impractical in real-life. Two students provided 

this response. Although this could be absolutely true, it is not serious. The meditation practices and 

practices require time and space for the actual practice as well as critical reflection after the practice. 

Additionally, the type of hasty reactions that naturally subside or fade with habitual practice require 

effort to regulate at the beginning. For example, students might be aware that their reaction to a 

conflict is not the best reaction they are capable of, but at that moment in time, they are unable to find 

the resources that are best suited to the situation. There are many reasons for this: tiredness, illness, 

periodic stress due to exam pressure and so on. The practices train students—or rather train their 

minds—to rely on themselves to regulate and deal with situations and others naturally and more 

effortlessly.  

The concerted effort at the beginning eventually goes from being unnatural or natural, from 

impractical to practical. I understand that teaching that there is no easy remedy and that there is a long 

process of trial and error and failing and falling and getting back up again is perhaps an irritating 

response to feedback of the impractical nature of this type of inner work, but is it truthful. One thing 
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that could be addressed here more deeply with regards to this lack of practical application is self-

compassion. When students fail to deal with things as they wished to or know they could, to recall 

self-compassion. They make mistakes, fall down and pick themselves up again. I also could not 

promote an approach to stillness meditations that does not aim to transform the unthinking and 

unfeeling, the unconscious. Echoing Johnson (2000), I remind my students that the seated posture 

(asana in Sanskrit) that a straight spine is intrinsic to an attitude and openness conducive to 

experiencing something new. While the spine can be supported with a chair for those with injury or 

serious pain, overcoming discomfort when discovered and uncovered in the physical body is part of 

the work of a commitment to practice. Transforming what is unnatural or impractical for the mind to 

something natural, practical and even effortless, is indeed much of the work of meditation. Meditation 

is a concerted effort and only with dedicated time and space as well as sustained resolve, does it 

become an ordinary part of daily life.  

Negative impact 3: Physical discomfort in the body from stillness practices. Three students 

provided this response. In terms of the other reported negative impacts, bodily discomfort for one, if 

students do not have a specific serious chronic physical issue, such as sciatica, that this entirely 

expected but not at all serious. The lightening of physical discomfort comes with a developed practice 

as a loosening of the mind’s tendency for ‘aversion’ of the unpleasant (doha in Pali; dosa in Sanskrit) 

and an enhanced development of—conscious or unconscious—pratyahara (meaning ‘withdrawal of 

the senses’ in Sanskrit). Therefore, while I do not wish for the overall experience of physical 

discomfort to be unpleasant, it is expected and a natural immediate consequence of a stillness 

meditation practice. The mind has nowhere to escape in stillness practices and so it focuses on 

averting the most obvious sources of discomfort initially, such as irritating sounds, discomfort in the 

upper back, the temperature and tiredness, hunger or thirst. With sustained practice, these discomforts 

inevitably subside somewhat.   

 Negative impact 4: Some teachings contradict other teachings. One student provided this 

response. This is a highly probable observation for many since the course content intentionally takes 

an alternative approach to teachings on personal development, although only within the format of the 

NAA programme at my institution for which this course was created. One simple way of 
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acknowledging that students potentially feel confused at the contrasting or contradictory teachings is 

to add a final concluding practice at the end of each written reflection and group discussion to invite 

students to consider how the teachings fit or do not fit with their previous learning. Although one 

student responded to the contradictory teachings negatively, several others reported this a strength. 

For example, one student reported: ‘This course even gave me the contrary to expectation knowledge, 

more than I had expected, for example, inner relationship, before I join in this course.’ (RP12).  

Nonetheless, the addition of simple questions such as the following may suffice in addressing this 

potential difficulty for students:  

• Are any of the teachings from this part of the course contrasting with your previous learning 

on this topic? 

• Do any of the teachings from this part of the course surprise or confuse you? 

• Has any of the content from this part of course made you reconsider some of your previous 

learning? 

It should perhaps also be reiterated several times, as it was on each of the three course cycles, that 

these teachings may appear unusual or alien at first in order to prepare students mentally. Finally, 

asking students to consider how what they are learning on the course complements rather than 

contradicts previous teachings could be beneficial for deepening their understanding of the teachings. 

Negative impact 5: Some teachings fail to acknowledge that some people are not kind or 

good. Two students provided this response in the third cycle and one memorable student in the first 

course cycle wrote something I have not forgotten but could not share in full for its lengthy and highly 

personalised nature. It was a narrative about her parents. In it she accepted that she should not have 

unfair expectations on them and try to see things from their perspective, but was resistant to going too 

far with this worldview. She told of hurtful, arguably abusive, words and treatment towards her and 

concluded: ‘I know I can be more accepting of them, but why can’t they meet me in my position as 

well sometimes?’ (RP12, CC1). It is true that when one begins to wake up to themselves, they begin 

to soften, try to meet people where they are more. However, they might also realise how unaware 

others are, leaving them frustrated at times. They may also find it difficult to accept that people can 



 

 295 

behave destructively and they themselves contain the same potentialities should they ever be in a 

similar situation (Peterson, 2017). The issues raised here are important ethical considerations for 

meditation teachers and practitioner-researchers as these unintended difficulties can arise and cause 

distress to students.  

Negative impact 6: Some practices cause old pain to surface. Three students provided this 

response. A serious concern that I discussed in depth in Chapter Five when I outlined the seriousness 

of the ethics of this research.  

 

‘Some memories which I did not want to appear appeared.’ (RP11) 

 

‘The only thing that I would say is not so positive is that it revealed a lot of past wounds 

and unexamined pain.’ (RP2) 

 

‘The most negative impact on me I would say it was when we were examining our past pains, 

especially when we were doing The Work of Barron Katie, a lot of the unexamined wounds were 

showed up on the light, and sometimes it brings a lot of bad memories which could be hurtful.’ (RP20) 

 

Regardless of the whether meditation is taught instrumentally or deeply in higher education, it has the 

potential to release repressed and traumatic personal material from the past (Ellis, 2008; Farias & 

Wikholm, 2015; Wilber, 1993), which may require considerable and often overlooked support. 

Negative impact 7: Some practices induce guilt. Only one student provided this response but 

it is a serious concern because it can be indicative of ‘spiritual bypassing’ (Masters, 2010). That is, 

‘spiritual bypassing’ is the use of practices and beliefs to avoid dealing with painful emotions and 

their lessons, unresolved wounds and/or developmental needs. As such, the mind grapples with 

alternative ways of being or with losing parts of its historical identity, which means instead of 

embracing personal change it continues with a narrative that supports its constructed identity. As the 

student elucidates: 

 

‘The biggest issue for me is that I think I am a “weak” person, who is easy to be handled with. I tend 

to blame myself more than blame others when facing a problem. Therefore, some of the lectures did 

not help me well. For example, I was told to lower my expectation in the first part, but I felt more 
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responsible and more anxious when thinking that way because it reminded me further that the other 

person was innocent, and the fault was on me.’ (RP6) 

 

This process can be seen as a looping of negative states that a student has associated with, a further 

form of identification, and avoidance of deeper and more transformative work. I could have been 

more aware of guilt as a form of ‘spiritual bypassing’ since I had very similar experiences for 

extended periods of time when I first began practising meditation and other contemplative practices. 

However, I did not anticipate this at the time of designing and running the course but I would in future 

iterations by more fully preparing students for this possibility. One final point, as suggested by 

Shapiro, Segal and Neff (2018) in their article Paradoxes of Mindfulness more (self-)compassion-

based meditation practices from the beginning of the course might alleviate motivational issues and 

some of the mind’s natural tendencies to berate or blame oneself and take disproportionate 

responsibility for conflicts and problems with others, ultimately hindering personal growth and 

flourishing in the process.  

 

8.2.3 Intentions on integration 

Inviting students to consider how the two areas of inquiry, reflecting upon and then describing 

personal change and/or newfound knowledge and reflecting upon and then elaborating on direct 

practical experiences, encouraged them to consider what the “take-aways” were and how they then 

might integrate these into their daily lives once the course has ended. The exploration of intentions on 

integration, in this study, does not involve follow-up interviews.  

Despite the fact that on this occasion, follow-up interviews would be beyond the scope of this 

study, they would also be valuable in exploring the extent to which students have integrated what they 

report to have learnt and also whether their intentions were met in their daily lives sometime after the 

course had come to an end. I discuss this further in section 9.3 of Chapter Nine. Here I focused 

entirely on what students reported they intend to do in order to integrate their inner learning and 

knowing to their lives after the course. This part has been organised according to the self and the other, 
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as the data generated from the student-participants presented itself to me: embodying the harmonies 

with the self and embodying the harmonies with the other. The findings are presented in Table 8.2b.  

 

 With Self With Other 

In
 F

ee
lin

g 

Know Thyself  

• Find flow  

• Connect with one’s intuition and trust 

oneself 

Pause and Observe   

• Self-regulate emotions  

 

In
 T

hi
nk

in
g Reflect 

• Dialogue with oneself  

 

Being Open 

• Avoid making unfair or limiting 

judgments  

• Enter with a spirit of inquiry  

In
 D

oi
ng

/B
ei

ng
 Recall and Practice 

• Form rituals and habits  

• Practice gratitude and loving-kindness  

• Maintain positivity  

Actively Engage 

• Share and deepen relationships  

• Manage potential conflicts   

• Cooperate and communicate  

• Care for others 

 

Table 8.2 Intentions on integration: Embodying the harmonies with the self and the other  

 

8.2.1 Embodying harmonies with the self   

In feeling. The connection between the student responses in terms of their feeling was rooted in the 

‘Know Thyself’ tradition and an embodied appreciation for inner work. The first common response 

was in finding flow:  

 

‘In the growing relationships, I have learned that I can do the things that make me flow.’ (RP2) 

 

‘Based on what I have learned, I will try my best to make myself feel flow, always being and enjoying 

who I am. Keep myself in a calm, peaceful, and positive mood.’ (RP18) 

 

While the second most common response, despite the fact that overall “intuitive relationships” was 

not especially popular among students, it was in connecting with one’s intuition and trusting oneself:  
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‘And the final thing I want to talk is taking good use of my intuition. I do not need to improve it or 

develop it; I just need to see it gradually grow.’ (RP10) 

 

‘I will trust myself especially when I feel it is hard to make a choice.’ (RP7) 

 

Overall, students seem to appreciate the value that ‘flow’ and ‘intuition’ have in heightening their 

self-awareness, self-understanding and self-knowledge. They also appear to appreciate the value that 

both ‘flow’ and ‘intuition’ have on inner learning and knowing and that staying in touch with them 

requires stillness, active listening/noticing and turning inwards. 

In thinking. Reflection was highly valued, as discussed in the section 8.2.2. Here students 

referred to reflection in terms of intentions on integration of inner learning and knowing. Another 

common response, also reflected in the frequent reference to self-talk, was in a dialogic introspection 

of sorts, that is, in dialoguing more frequently with oneself: 

 

‘I can use the work of Byron and Katie and non-violent communication to talk to myself.’ (RP20) 

 

‘When I feel out of control, I will not be angry at once, especially for people close to me, but try to 

analyze rationally. Why do I have such a feeling? What causes it? What is the real idea in my heart? 

What is the real thing that I really want? And then give specific measures to solve it.’ (RP10) 

 

One student also contributed that he would endeavour to maintain a positive attitude because of its 

clear link to his own wellbeing. This is a way of transmuting repetitive negative and ruminative 

thinking into more conducive thoughts and it can be harnessed through some forms of meditation (as 

discussed various sections of in Chapter Three), such as loving-kindness and gratitude practices. 

Although positivity can be seen as a state, it is generated from thoughts, and so is communicated 

inwardly through words, hence, I have grouped it as an intention for integrating a shift in thinking: 

 

‘Being positive and being kind to myself and the others. Believing that I had already own something, I 

should not be jealous and once I had been positive, there are no obstacles between speakers or during 

the communication. Thus, I always be positive to do everything in practice.’ (RP10) 
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In sum, students recognise and appear committed to the ongoing inner reflective work of heightening 

self-awareness and self-understanding through critical first-person investigation (Roth, 2006) in their 

daily lives.  

In doing/being. Labelled ‘recalling and sustaining practice’, this grouping is based on actions 

that students intend to take in the future in order to integrate the most significant things they learnt 

into their daily lives. To begin, an overwhelming number of students reported that they would—and 

some already have—form rituals and habits for sustaining a daily practice. A number of first 

references ‘recalling’ or ‘remembering’ as preceding practice, which is normal for those relatively 

new to meditation, and it is the type of arduous and continuous attentional training (samatha) required 

in order for meditative practices to eventually become part of ordinary life. Students reported a range 

of intentions towards future practice:  

 

‘Form a good habit of meditation practice when I am free. In this way, I can inquiry myself and keep 

practicing these skills in my mind.’ (RP18) 

 

‘I think this course is already really impressive and some of the sentences like 'they are not in your 

way, they are showing you the way' can be really easy to remember and repeat. I will try to digest 

these significant things to be an integral part in my daily life and keep the notebook as long as I can to 

remind me of the words.’ (RP17) 

 

Two students specifically cited habitual practice of two states that can enable them to feel closer to 

others and less negative in daily life, these were practices in gratitude and loving-kindness: 

 

‘I will appreciate what I have own in life, do not to compare with others. I have family members, 

whatever they are and they do, I should admit it and receive it. It is the anchoring relationship just as 

we cannot decide our nation.’ (RP18) 

 

‘I will try to be always grateful, kind and compassionate towards myself and others, which means that 

I will be more kind, tolerate to myself and others and also give myself and others more care, making 

myself and others feel warm.’ (RP7) 

 

Lastly, one student emphasised how maintaining a positive attitude was an important intention of his:  
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‘Being positive and being kind to myself and the others. Believing that I had already own something, I 

should not be jealous and once I had been positive, there are no obstacles between speakers or during 

the communication. Thus, I always be positive to do everything in practice.’ (RP16) 

 

In summary, although intentions to recall and practice are not the same as actually sustaining a 

practice, the contributions made here are promising, action-oriented and in good spirit. A follow-up 

study with students who reported these intentions could also be conducted in order to determine 1) the 

disparity (or lack of) between intentions on integration and 2) provide further support to students 

further with integration based on their original intentions and attempts to do so in a personalised and 

practical manner.  

 

8.2.2 Embodying harmonies with the other  

As was the case previously in the presentation and discussion of the findings, many students shared 

responses that relate to both “the self” and “the other”. Nonetheless, this group of responses was 

formed based on the explicit people-oriented intentions—which contrasts to the previous category on 

“the self”—no matter how dependent that intention also is on inner work.   

In feeling. The broad connection between the student responses in this category come down 

to ‘pausing and observing’ more before doing or acting. These responses are related to students’ 

intentions to self-regulate more in situ, during social interactions. For example: 

 

‘In addition, when I feel angry wanting to have a quarrel, I need to calm myself down, looking at 

things from others and my own point of view. And doing this is also helpful when conflicts have 

already broken out.’ (RP9) 

 

‘My relationships with myself: In the past when I met with the things that are unexpected, I would 

often blame my own behaviours or just complain about my bad luck, but now I learned to make 

proper planning before things happen and summarize my advantages and disadvantages after things 

being solved in a more rational way.’ (RP3) 

 

This type of intentional awareness is arguably the beginnings of cultivating an inner/embodied ethics. 

As I am interested in the foundations of ethics in meditation in education, this is also an interesting 

line of further investigation.  



 

 301 

In thinking. ‘Being open’ was reported as a key ingredient of planning to think more 

carefully in the future in their ethical treatment of others. A promising intention declared by some 

students is to avoid making unfair or limiting judgments. One fascinating contribution, which echoes 

Byron Katie’s teachings (2007) on open-mindedness, is that this student intends to maintain a spirit 

of inquiry in interactions with others:  

  

‘I will not put myself and others in a narrow group, so as to avoid limited and unfair judgement.’ 

(RP13) 

 

‘I will enter interactions with others with a “don’t know mind”.’ (RP18) 

 

In doing/being. There was a clear sense that students intended to actively engage with others 

in productive ways to sustain harmonious, healthy relationships. Here students either reported their 

intentions to share and deepen their relationships, manage potential conflicts, cooperate and 

communicate effectively and care for others. First, some students reported the way in which through 

sharing with others, this work would deepen their current relationships with others:  

 

‘The next step I will try to promote my friendship with others. I have known a long time that I have a 

big problem in the relationships to friends. Maybe I am afraid of taking risk and do not want others to 

know a deeper me. But this time I want to make a change, I want to ask others for help, I want to tell 

them what I need, I want to tell them my emotion journey.’ (RP13) 

 

Some students focused on ways in which they could manage potential conflicts as they arise:  
 

‘Also, the next time I have conflict with my boyfriend, I can use this opportunity to analyze how I feel 

about myself by seeing the conflict as a “mirror”.’ (RP11) 

 

‘Some practices that I learned can be used in everyday life. For example, when facing a conflict, I can 

apply what I learned in part 1 and think is it really the other person's fault.’ (RP5) 

 

While others intend to focus on cooperating and communicating with others to sustain healthy 

relationship dynamics:   
 

‘I think I should start with my family. I will use anchoring relationships, inner relationships and 

communicative relationships to examine what is wrong when we have conflicts in our daily life. And I 
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hope I can use these methods to avoid some unnecessary trouble. I find a lot of problems with family 

members can be easily avoided if one person change the attitude and makes a small concession.’ (RP6) 

 

‘To better understand myself and others, communication it is really important and communication 

relationships show me two effective ways.’ (RP17) 

 

Others emphasised how they could care for others:  
 

‘My relationships with others: Now I can develop a sense of security to others better because I have 

learned that the importance of gratefulness and kindness and do not complain too much about other 

things. I can identify what is my business and what are others’ businesses and the universe’s business 

and remind myself of my role in the society. So I can enjoy a more harmonious relationship with other 

people now.’ (RP12) 

 

‘I will think more about others instead of myself.’ (RP2) 

 

This grouping produced the largest number of student contributions on the intentions towards 

interactions with others in the future. This demonstrates that many students have a promising attitude 

towards others—currently known or unknown to them—that is intended to be open, inclusive and 

authentic.   

 

8.3 Chapter summary 

Overall in this chapter, the first discussion of the research findings—based on the data analysis in 

Part One in section 8.1—brought the student-participants’ voices to the fore, with a detailed 

discussion of the major themes that emerged from the end of course reflective portfolios (which 

included the fortnightly reflective writing tasks), and the end of course structured interviews. Both 

methods of data generated were also complemented by a personal diary method for recording my field 

notes. The research findings overall indicated that fourteen themes, seven out of eight underpinned by 

previous studies on effects of meditation on integral development, and seven new themes have come 

to light from this study. These provide interesting avenues for further exploration.  

The second discussion— based on the data analysis in Part Two in section 8.2—was built 

upon the three areas of inquiry that correspond to the three research questions. These were personal 

change and/or newfound knowledge, direct practical experiences and finally, intentions on 
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integration, from which the specific themes in the Part One led into. Overall, initial conclusions were 

drawn from the research findings of this final section. The first area of inquiry—personal change 

and/or newfound knowledge—added to the discussion in Part One in two ways. First by considering 

the orientations towards mind, heart and sight that the majority of students made throughout their end 

of course reflective portfolios and end of course structured interviews. Second by briefly discussing 

the blurring of the various boundaries that came up from the data, and suggesting that further 

investigation is required to understand whether this is indicative of non-dualist teachings on the 

course or areas that require refinement in the research design, data generation methods or course in 

general.  

The second area of inquiry—direct practical experiences—discussed the positive and 

negative impacts that the students reported. The positive impacts were discussed in terms of the three 

main areas that were reported: the value of reflection, the pleasure of silence and an increase in trust, 

as well as examining “inner relationships” and “growing relationships”, followed closely by 

“communicative relationships” course parts as having the strongest positive impact. The negative 

impacts, although fewer, were less troubling in terms of adjusting to the physical practice and 

application of daily meditative practices in real-life, and more troubling in terms of causing old pain 

to surface and including a sense of guilt in practitioners. This indicated that avoiding the impacts that 

can create a sense of instability, anxiety and inner disturbance requires a great deal of care and 

attention on the part of the practitioner-researcher.  

The third area of inquiry—intentions on integration—discussed areas of feeling, thinking and 

doing/being that that students discussed on their intentions towards themselves and others in the 

future, in order to integrate their experiences. This indicated some interesting avenues for further 

exploration into integration of experiences, in the areas of intentions on integration of feelings, 

thoughts and actions towards the self and the other. For example, how students will integrate their 

experiences in order to transform their relationships with others in constructive and healthy ways. To 

conclude, there were some interesting avenues for further exploration as well as modifications for 

greater methodological rigour that came to light from the discussion of the findings, which will be 

discussed in the following (and final) chapter. 
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CHAPTER NINE 

 

Contributions and Conclusions:  

An Emerging Integral Approach 

 
 ‘Despite being a challenge, undeniably meditation does create an exclusive time and space for ourselves where 

no hustle and bustle of the big city, no deadlines chasing across the clocks, no judgements, no prejudice and it is 

just us. Alone. Away from the external disturbance, our voices can be clearly heard, we can understand things 

better and make more precise decisions.’  

Student-participant (RP19) 

 

‘There are many things that are important for us to know but we cannot find them out by ourselves, other people 

around us show us the way. They improve us many times over and over again. They are significant. But if you 

don’t know those people or yourself, you will not know how to improve yourself. They can show you.’ 

Student-participant (SI7) 
 

‘I don’t know why but I am so realised in this environment.’ 

Student-participant (RP2)  

 
‘It’s all an inside job.’  

Adyashanti (2010, p. 42) 
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9.1 Introduction to Conclusions: Reflections on my teacher-researcher journey 

This final chapter comprises three main sections. First, it summarises the answers to the research 

questions as organised and discussed in the previous chapter but presented here far more succinctly. 

Second, I offer further reflections on how the research design could be improved for future studies 

that explore first-person experiences of student-participants and their inner learning. Third, I address 

important questions on how this study speaks to current theory and practice as well as future research 

possibilities. Before I progress onto these three sections, it would be unusual, if not contradictory, for 

a study that privileges inner work and self-inquiry to exclude a few words on my own personal 

process of inner learning and knowing throughout and by the end of this study.  

My inner learning can be grouped into three interrelated and overlapping categories: 

methodological, emotional and philosophical. As this is the first large and protracted study I have 

worked on, I have developed some competence in several qualitative research methods. The scope has 

felt unwieldy as I discussed at length in section 7.1 of Chapter Seven. In the future, I must design a 

research study to be more tightly focused and hence easier to manage. But as the future research 

directions suggest in section 9.5 of this chapter, a more tightly focused study is not all that is required 

for manageability. More courage and confidence is. I suppose this is to learn how to discern between 

what is essential to include, and what is not at this moment. And learning how deeply to take this 

work. Nonetheless, this learning feels like an important aspect of becoming able to conduct my own 

independent research. This links to my second area of significant learning, emotional. Independent 

studies demand sustained self-discipline at times this has been challenging, especially when balancing 

other full-time commitments. I have thus learnt important self-regulation strategies for managing my 

frustration at triaging varied tasks alongside the fluxes and messiness of daily life. Both aspects of 

learning culminate in a refined sense of scope management when conducting future research.  

Just as Lao Tzu captures so succinctly with a verse on the inarticulable Tao, ‘the more you 

talk of it, the less you understand’ (Lao Tzu, circa 400 BCE, verse 5), the process of writing this 

thesis on the topic of meditation sometimes moved me further away from understanding it. This 

reinforces previous points made in the thesis about the sheer scale, multi-disciplinarity and timeless 

heritage of the topic as well as its frequent tendency toward ineffability. At many times, my own daily 
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practice and professional reflexivity has been a source of support. It was also a source of spiralling 

further into whether approaching the teaching and researching of meditation was helpful at all. I 

concluded it was, but that there was no end to the inner work that a teacher, practitioner and 

researcher must do to make it as worthwhile as possible for all involved. I have learned that 

sometimes the scale of the topic requires careful decision making about what can and cannot be 

included. I am also reminded of Spira's (2017) point that the best one can do when writing about such 

topics is to fail but fail well with words and I hope I have accomplished at least that. Finally, the 

second half of this chapter’s title suggests that while I take/took an integral approach, I have a lifetime 

to learn how to take this approach in my integration of meditation into higher education pedagogy and 

curriculum, hence it is emerging rather than fully-developed.  

 

9.2 Answering the research questions  

The two-part discussion in Chapter Eight provided a long articulation of the research findings. In 

this section, I summarise the findings as responses to the three areas of inquiry, that correspond to the 

three research questions.  

 

9.2.1 Research question 1—What are the changes that students have noticed in themselves by the end 

of the course?  

Through a thematic analysis of the data generated from the end of course reflective portfolios, end of 

course structured interviews and my own extensive field notes, research question one was answered to 

correspond to the area of inquiry personal change and/or newfound knowledge. 

My analysis showed that seven out of eight of the pre-existing themes (effects) on integral 

development were underpinned in the student-participants’ contributions. Furthermore, seven new 

themes (effects) came to light from the analysis that were not pre-existing from previous reviews of 

the literature. These seven themes (effects) were: (1) deepens self-awareness and self-knowledge, (2) 

creates a sense of empowerment, (3) cultivates self-reliance, (4) improves overall mood, attitude and 

emotional states, (5) enhances ability to face and solve problems, (6) begin to dis-identify with the 

mind or idea of self, and (7) increased desire to be of service to other. I argue that this implies that 
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qualitative studies that are exploratory and open in their data generation methods are more likely to 

capture, subtle phenomenological first-person student experiences. It also indicates that there are 

seven new themes worthy of deeper investigation in terms of their potential contribution to student 

integral development. The contribution of the research findings expands on previous studies and 

offers areas of investigation into seven enhanced qualities for student integral development in future 

research studies. Additionally, I considered the orientations towards mind, heart and sight all students 

made at least once throughout their end of course reflective portfolios and end of course structured 

interviews. This suggests that I also briefly discussed the blurring of the various boundaries that came 

up from the data, and suggesting that further investigation is required to understand whether this is 

indicative of non-dualist teachings on the course or areas that require refinement in the research 

design, data generation methods or course in general. The limitations in these research findings are a 

limited ability to discern from the findings which elements of the course provided the greatest inner 

learning and knowing opportunities, thus, warranting further focused investigation.  

 

9.2.2 Research question 2—Which direct practical experiences of meditation do students report as 

having had the most positive effects on them throughout and by the end of the course? And which 

have had the most negative effects?  

Research question two was answered to correspond to the area of inquiry direct practical experiences. 

My analysis showed that students valued three things most: the opportunity for reflection, the pleasure 

of silence and their increase in trust. These findings are indicative of the depth that the course went 

into. Additionally, my analysis also showed that working on the most intimate/romantic relationships 

with the most rigorous self-inquiry method The Work of Byron Katie had a much deeper impression 

on most students. The limitations in this research finding was that it was difficult to discern which 

elements—for example, the topic or the specific method or both—of part 4 were most impactful and 

why. The findings suggested that the most systematic self-inquiry method adopted in part 4 played a 

large role, however, this is still unclear. This is actually the case for all parts of the course. Having a 

deeper awareness of this as practitioner-researcher would strengthen both the course design and future 

practice.  
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My analysis also showed that there were few negative impacts reported, but three that were 

worthy of serious ethical consideration as they could be existentially and psychologically troubling 

for some students. These were: ‘some teachings fail to acknowledge that some people are not kind or 

good’ (RP14), ‘some practices cause old pain to surface’ (RP9, RP16, SI11), and some practices 

induce guilt’ (RP18). The negative impacts, although fewer, were less troubling in terms of adjusting 

to the physical practice and application of daily meditative practices in real-life, and more troubling in 

terms of causing old pain to surface and including a sense of guilt in practitioners. This indicated that 

avoiding the impacts that can create a sense of instability, anxiety and inner disturbance requires a 

great deal of care and attention on the part of the practitioner-researcher. I argue that this suggests that 

although the positive impacts far outweighed the negative impacts overall, deeper consideration for 

the potential inner disturbances could both improve the experience for students as well as knowledge 

on how to deal constructively with sensitive matters. The contribution of the research findings overall 

indicate that the student experience on the course was overwhelmingly positive, although further 

investigations are necessary for establishing high-impact practice as well as enriching the learning 

experience for the students on the course.  

 

9.2.3 Research question 3—How differently do students feel they can deal with their future 

intrapersonal and interpersonal relationships by the end of the course? 

Research question three was answered to correspond to the area of inquiry intentions on integration. 

My analysis showed that students reported areas of feeling, thinking and doing/being that students 

discussed in relation to their intentions towards themselves and others in the future, and in order to 

integrate their experiences. I argue that this suggests students have critically reflected upon ways in 

which they intend to integrate their experiences, which demonstrates further that they take seriously 

the elements of the course that have offered the most significant opportunities for learning. The 

limitations in these research findings are perhaps obvious: intentions may not materialise at all and 

may have been provided arbitrarily or optimistically by students on the course. The contribution of the 

research findings is a potential framework for use on future courses, which could be developed further 

with students to support the integration of inner learning and knowing that has come from their 



 

 309 

meditative experiences. The framework could also serve as a set of research questions for follow-up 

studies with the same students. Follow-up studies are discussed next in section 9.3.  

 

9.3 Further post-reflection modifications to make to the research design  

Although I have discussed limitations and trustworthiness of the research design in section 5.10 of 

Chapter Five as well much later in section 7.1 of Chapter Seven, upon reflection of all three course 

cycles, there are two further modifications that could be made in order to strengthen the research 

design.  

 

9.3.1 Combined first-person and second-person perspectives  

One consistent feature in literature on methodological approaches and research into meditation is the 

over-representation of studies that rely on self-reporting methods (see Baer et al., 2006). Clearly this 

study relied on self-reporting methods from student-participants. Interestingly however, there were 

consistent patterns in reporting impact on personal change and/or newfound knowledge. Every 

student-participant without fail, shared at least one point in the course through their fortnightly 

reflective writing tasks, end of course reflective portfolios, their end of course structured interviews 

and in many cases, in a private message to me via WeChat or a private face-to-face conversation, that 

others around them noticed a positive change in them. As such, one further component of the course, 

which could act as a form of integration and active/deep listening (Ayers, 2004; Schneider & Keegan, 

2014; Siegel, 2010) is the addition of second-person investigations. As Davidson and Kaszniak (2015) 

clarify: ‘second-person perspectives involve measures based upon reports on the [student-participant] 

by another individual knowledgeable about the [student-participant].’  (p. 582). For example, second-

person investigations could involve measures based on reports from the subject’s friend, teacher, peer 

or family member, or another close relationship to the student-participant. This addition would not 

only strengthen the research design but also enrich the interpersonal connections of students in the 

group.  

 

9.3.2 Follow-up studies and/or longitudinal studies 
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I have already discussed the dearth of longitudinal studies in Chapter Five as a significant research 

design limitation in studies on meditation that a number of other researchers have also highlighted 

(see Shapiro, Brown & Astin, 2011) and there are only a few examples of longitudinal studies being 

undertaken (see Cranson et al., 1991, as an example). Given that integration of practices, 

accompanying insights and their application are beginning to emerge as crucial post-course 

considerations (Kornfield, 2000), both follow-up and/or longitudinal studies would make a significant 

contribution to our understanding. One of the struggles I faced in this research, as discussed in 

Chapter Five and Chapter Seven, was the fact that I gathered an enormous amount of data. The 

overwhelming process of organising and analysing the data meant that I lost sight of an important 

possibility to also investigate integration, rather than merely intentions on integration. Indeed, follow-

up interviews could have been planned in advance and conducted 6-12 months later with the first 

cohort of student-participants. Notwithstanding the added complication of student-participants being 

dispersed in different countries after their attendance on my course, as discussed in section 7.1 of 

Chapter Seven, with careful planning and greater insight, follow-up interviews on integration could 

have been achieved. I suspect it would have been better able to shed light on the living experiences of 

the student-participants beyond the course, which in turn could have provided me with greater insight 

into sustained impact and also the degree to which this work is impactful in general beyond the 

classroom. This is a lesson I will surely carry with me ahead of future studies I conduct on this nature.  

 

9.4 Further post-reflection modifications to make to the course 

Reflecting on each of the three course cycles, has now given me an increased sense of what is 

possible and valuable to students on this course. Hence, there are an additional three modifications 

that I wish to make and further reflect upon in the future should this course continue to run and 

remain popular. These modifications remain more focused on the refinement of course content rather 

than on deeper methodological concerns to rework in future. 
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 Major modifications  Justifications for the modifications to make 

1 

Addition of a “buddy 

system” for peer-

support, exploratory 

talk and ‘active 

listening’ component 

as a meditative 

practice. 

After having received feedback that many students had hoped for more diverse, engaging 

and intimate interactions with peers on the course, and based on reading some of the most 

recent literature on the application of mindfulness in workplace contexts, I have been 

heavily influenced by Pykett et al.’s (2016) inclusion of the “buddy system” in their 8-week 

mindfulness training programme. In this programme, participants described the benefit of 

having a mindfulness “buddy” within their teams and self-organised groups to devote 

collective time to their practice. Critically assessing this modification to my course in the 

near-future can enable me to determine whether it improves the overall student-participant 

experience, sense of security and connection with others as well as the overall pedagogic 

quality of the course. 

2 

Extension of the 

course for the entire 

academic year. 

Although most meditation techniques are rather simple (Kabat-Zinn, 1994), feeling 

confident to self-direct in meditation takes a great deal of time for most new to meditation 

(Zajonc, 2008). Several students reported that they would have still enrolled had the course 

been worth 20-credits and its duration two semesters (one entire academic year) rather than 

one (RP13, CC1). One third year female student also strongly suggested this course should 

be compulsory for all students and all teachers on our campus (RP12, CC2), while another 

also suggested that it should be made compulsory for all teachers (RP4, CC1). Another 

student suggested making it available across all three campuses: UK, China and Malaysia 

(RP14, CC2). Notwithstanding my enthusiasm for meditation, I maintain that these types of 

courses should not be compulsory to those in the absence of personal interest, willingness, 

and motivation. Participation is also contingent on individual mental health and 

psychological wellbeing. Nonetheless, I appreciated the comments from these students since 

they demonstrated how they could envision the impact on others campus-wide, based on the 

personal impact it had on them. Extending the course offers greater depth of experience and 

self-direction to student-participants and so is a modification I wish to critically investigate 

in the near-future. In addition, conducting focus groups with student-participants at the end 

of the course cycle on how to improve the course at the level of university, might provide 

further implementable and practical suggestions provided by those who have experienced 

the course from start to finish.  

3 

Addition of online 

interviews/discussions 

with experts in self-

inquiry meditation. 

Taking my inspiration from Robert Wright’s Buddhism and Modern Psychology course on 

www.coursera.org, offering expert interviews as part of an online course is a highly 

effective way of modelling inquiry into abstract notions, as well as to present interactive, 

dynamic and specialised content. As discussed in Chapter Six, the self-inquiry meditations 

are heavily influenced by The Work of Byron Katie. The student-participants’ experiences of 

part 4, were incidentally, some of the most promising from the entire course. Later, I 

discovered that it is encouraged that those familiar with The Work arrange an online 

interview with Byron Katie herself (see www.thework.com/en). This interview has been 

arranged and would be a rich component to add the online resources of the course, because I 

would be able to frame my questions to address the recurrent needs and questions that my 

particular students have raised or indeed ask their questions anonymously with their 

permission. I also contacted Dr David Frawley of the American Institute of Vedic Studies 

(see www.vedanet.com) directly and sharing his email responses with permission on the 

link between self-inquiry meditation, education and knowledge would be valuable for 
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students for similar reasons.  

4 

Addition of more 

focused content for 

year 1 and year 4 

university students. 

Although I emphasise throughout, and particularly in Chapter Five, the universality and 

inclusivity of meditation and meditative practices, it had been noted across all three course 

cycles that first year students and fourth year students provided some of the most engaged 

content and comments on their ‘deep impressions’ (RP7, RP12, SI14, S118). It stands to 

reason that this would be the case, as these students were undergoing the greatest life 

changes at the beginning and at the end of their university journeys. There is the possibility 

to frame some additional content tailored specifically to first year students, on the 

particularities of the start of their university journey and fourth year students, on the 

particularities of coming to the end of their university journeys and for the start of their lives 

beyond the university all together. These could be for example, on entering a new phase of 

adulthood into the world of employment for fourth year students and on adapting to new 

dynamic social environments for first year students.  

 

Table 9.4 Course modifications to make at the end of course cycle 3 

 

9.5 Knowledge generation and my contribution to the field 

This study has been motivated by a desire to move beyond conventional research methods and get to 

heart of direct first-person experience. More traditional methods have tended to emphasise the impact 

on student well-being and concentration abilities as outcomes, or more accurately as positive side-

effects or ‘by-products’ (Adyashanti, 2010, p. 16), of meditation taking an instrumental approach, that 

can be described as meditation in education. These methods tend to overlook or downplay the 

significance of meditation as a first-person experience and its impact on inner learning and knowing, 

more consistent with a position of meditation as education. Ergas (2018b) and Ergas and Hadar (2019) 

have described two similar positions, mindfulness in and as education as well as a third option—of 

education—which begin to articulate the potential of mindfulness and other forms of meditation when 

it is more deeply embedded into educational practice. The latter study has contributed philosophical 

discussions and practice-based analyses concerning an integral approach, which leans towards a 

position of meditation as education, or as higher education when applied to my particular context. 

This goes beyond other studies that have tended to over-focus on the instrumental benefits of the 

integration of meditation in higher education.  
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Figure 9.5 represents my current state of thinking as I begin to articulate the characteristics of an 

instrumental approach (meditation in higher education) at one end of the spectrum and an integral 

approach at the other end (meditation as higher education). Influenced by Ergas (2018b) and our own 

experiences teaching mindfulness and meditation in educational contexts, early developments that add 

to Ergas’ (2018b) work on mindfulness “in/as education” are introduced in Sellman and Buttarazzi 

(2019).  

The spectrum of the instrumental/integral approach highlights that an integral position, such 

as meditation as education, emphasises the need for a more classical and deeper definition of 

meditative practices that moves beyond the currently rather pervasive instrumental emphasis present-

moment focus to remembrance and lucid awareness that facilitates discernment in situ, within our 

experience and its non-permanence, which also affords students non-dual insights if they are ready for 

them. This is clearly built upon a view of higher education, where meditation involves two potential 

but non-dualistic roles, hence, it is depicted as a spectrum. It can either be integrated as the main 

experiential practice of a course, or it is integrated as the course in its own right.  

This approach affords a deepening of their understanding of the nature of the human mind 

and consciousness and thus flourish and transcend limited views of the self, the other and the world in 

relation to them. The nature of such learning is process rather than exclusively outcome-oriented, 

offering a greater focus on ‘being’ rather than simply on ‘doing’. As the late philosopher Alan Watts 

(Watts, 2018) describes, it is to teach and learn seeing life as a ‘dance’ rather than a ‘journey’. 

Learning, knowing and insight are thus not a priori. Rather, they are unpredictable and thus difficult 

to objectify in advance into neatly parcelled learning outcomes.  

As such, the type of curriculum offered encourages embodiment, inner work and deep 

personal growth. It is dialectical, involving inquiry with the self and others, rather than a passive 

acceptance of exterior knowledge, transmitted via some external authority, hence, regulation of order 

emphasises inner/embodied ethics and service-oriented ways of being. Ultimately, meditation as 

higher education moves away from the positivist paradigm to a post-positivist position that embraces 

the ontology of meditative experience as integral and spiritual in origin and highly subjective, or at 

least personally meaningful. As these ideas are emergent, they warrant future research.  
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9.6 Future research directions  

After having reflected on this study and gained first-person insights on the integration of meditation 

into higher education pedagogy and curriculum, there are a number of future directions that future 

studies of a similar nature could take that have the potential to explore emerging areas of personal and 

professional interest. These include investigations into change over time and moments of insight, 

ethnography and autoethnography as a methodological approach for developing integral students 

further and for developing integral teachers and finally, investigations of the role of reflective writing 

as an essential part of the meditative and integration practices, experiences and processes.  

 

9.6.1 Investigating change over time and moments of insight 

Due to the limited scope of this study and also the weaknesses in my own judgement on the amount of 

data gathered and how to analyse/present it, Chapter Eight did not allow for deeper investigations 

into change over time nor did it allow for the analysis of pinpointing the specific moments of insight 

that the student-participants had. By far, the richest data came from the fortnightly reflective writing 

tasks, which were almost entirely excluded from the discussion and analysis. They comprised mostly 

longer, deeper reflections on the two self-inquiry practices in each of the seven parts. They also 

offered the most fundamental practice for meditators, they invite the pinpointing of a specific moment 

of experience whereby something clicked and there was insight for the student-participant. Because of 

their narrative structure in the revisiting of a past experience, most were excessively long to 

incorporate into the discussion. They were also extremely personal, and in some cases revealed 

troubling experiences of conflict. As discussed in Chapter Seven, I also cried as I read the student-

participants narratives because of their personal and emotional nature. As a consequence, shorter 

quotations that were less personal and sufficiently captured meaning tended to be used. However, 

these were mostly reflections on the course overall that occurred much later.  

Because of the scope, this study was also unable to factor in the change over time that can be 

investigated. Overall, in this study, there was little provided on the experience of the individual on the 

entire course with narratives that delve deeper into the journey of the student-participants. This would 

have addressed two limitations of this study: first, the fact that the student-participants never become 
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individuals as the data discussion unfolded, second, the fact that there was a lack of probing and 

reflexivity in my own interpretation because I had dealt largely with the less dense and less emotive 

and more surface level data. It is noteworthy that some of the most fascinating and revealing data 

happens to be the contrast evident across the timespan of data generated. Future studies could capture 

the subtle gradations of the ‘unfolding self’ (Metzner, 1986) more systematically and focus 

exclusively on the types of moments of insights in terms of how students describe them and how they 

came to be.  

 

9.6.2 Ethnography and autoethnography as a methodological approach for developing integral 

students further and for developing integral teachers  

Auto-ethnographical methods have conceived of as evocative (see Ashton & Denton, 2006; see 

Denzin, 2006; see Dyson, 2007; see Ellis & Bouchner, 2000), in that they inspire researchers to 

engage in what is meaningful for themselves, others and the world around them. Ethnography and 

autoethnography as a methodological approach is both emergent in the literature on ‘contemplative 

education’ and lacking in the majority of studies on the integration of meditation and other 

contemplative practices into higher education. Ergas (2013b) asserts that as a methodological 

approach, it is appeals to one’s own embodiment and thus also invites the embodiment of others, 

making it personally meaningful and being ‘the closest it may get to authentic teaching in a living 

situation’ (p. 213). In educational research of this nature, there comes a point where teacher-

researcher development is necessary in order to push the boundaries on what/how the integration of 

meditation into higher education pedagogy and curriculum impacts upon students and the educational 

context with longevity. 

I noticed that my own limitations of mind limited the entire study and course experience for 

student-participants. For example, I was worried throughout that I would be leading student-

participants too far into reliving troubling past experiences, or destabilising them beyond return. 

Because of my awareness through training and practice, I was worried that their experiences—no 

matter well put together I made the course with pre-course questionnaires and in-course support—
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would create too much temporary disequilibrium for them to find sustained educational value in what 

I was offering.  

This degree of worry and caution caused me a times to step back too much, as an outsider, 

which was not intentional. It created a disintegration in that I did not want to put student-participants 

in a position where they were uncomfortable sharing their insights to probing questions to me or their 

peers face-to-face. As such, there were missed opportunities to help student-participants delve deeper 

into some of their discoveries/insights and I took my attention outside. I was not fully present with the 

student-participants in these moments of fear. I feel that this worry and caution might have limited the 

entire experience for the student-participants on the course. This fear also hindered me from being 

flexible and responsive in the research process. For example, had they been able to member check my 

analyses there would have been more opportunity for student-participants to turn their attention 

inwards and outwards, over and over again; perhaps they could have gained further insight into their 

experiences again in this regard. Fear hindered my judgement and so at the time I feel it inappropriate.    

As each one of us is susceptible to the kind of limited thinking and fear that causes us to 

remain hidden or lack courage and confidence in what we do, a greater focus on the role of the 

teacher-researcher in this educational research is something that would support the quality of this 

work. It would also more closely to align with an integral approach that esteems the inclusivity of the 

whole self: embodied, complex, non-dual and multidimensional. It is also essential in that the very 

ethos of this type of work is the inner work required to challenge performativity and the status quo as 

well as deconstruct/reconstruct repetitive habit patterns of the mind. Living close to the ground, 

observing and constantly turning attention and awareness inwards and outwards is the work of the 

teacher-researcher in this particular domain after all.  

 

9.6.3 Investigating reflective writing as an essential part of the meditative and integration practices, 

experiences and processes in higher education  

One repeated contribution from student-participants that I had not expected or accounted for was how 

much critical reflection was valued. Although many of the tasks and questions were asking for general 

“take-aways” and “stand-outs” I had not anticipated that critical reflection would be neither as 
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valuable nor indeed as unusual for students who so frequently included such remarks in their 

responses. This in itself is revealing: why did so many university students find the incorporation of 

critical reflection so alien to their studies? I return full circle to the value of engaging metaphor above 

explanations of mechanism, process and evolution, as discussed in Chapter Three. Although 

metaphor is frequently used within classical literature, ancient teachings on meditation and 

transformative experiences (Walsh & Shapiro, 2006; see Metzner 1986), language of metaphor 

provides highly personalised, culturally-responsive first-person explanations of meditative 

experiences. Without being directive or culturally bound, the language of metaphor can support 

understanding, inner learning and knowing, and therefore, ultimately means of sense-making for 

students attempting to integrate their experiences. Metaphor permits individuals to fail well with 

language (Spira, 2017) where scientific, even descriptive language simply does not. They provide 

examples of authentic learning and knowing, through feeling/sensing rather than thinking alone. For 

example, which set of information more accurately recounts the experience of mourning, a death 

certificate or W. H. Auden’s poem Stop All the Clocks?  

From these personalised and culturally-responsive means of making sense of meditative 

experiences, one individual can help illuminate the other. In a sense, we split/divide things to 

scrutinise and better understand their various components in depth, to specialise and to focus our 

efforts on compartments of the whole. Yet leaving those parts split/divided as shattered pieces of a 

whole somehow does not address the deeper yearning for integration, wholeness and connection that I 

and many of us experience. There is a heightened level of conscious awareness that comes with 

understanding each shattered piece while simultaneously being able in situ see it as a whole. There 

comes a point when positivistic approaches to investigating meditation and other contemplative 

practices are enriched by being reunited with other approaches. All manner of interpretation, 

investigation and understanding from various perspectives offer valuable insight and knowledge. In 

some capacity and to some degree from various perspectives and for different purposes. All continue 

to illuminate each other. And so ‘at least for now, nothing more than an integral approach will do.’ 

(Wilber & DiPerna, 2019).  
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9.7 Chapter summary 

This chapter opened with a brief introduction on my inner learning and knowing throughout and by 

the end of this study. In the second section, it addressed the three areas of inquiry that correspond to 

the research questions. It then outlined two further post-reflection research design modifications that 

could address the limitations and strengthen the trustworthiness of the design for future studies of a 

similar nature. In the fourth section, I addressed the further post-reflection modifications to make to 

the course at the heart of this study, largely based on my understanding of the student responses. In 

the fifth section, I provided an articulation of the knowledge generated from this study and thus my 

contribution to the field. Finally, this chapter closed with four proposed future directions for studies 

that research the integration of meditation into higher education pedagogy and curriculum for the 

integral development of students as education in its own right.  
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Appendices 

 

Appendix 1  

‘Tree of Contemplative Practices’ from the Association for Contemplative Mind in Higher Education 

(ACMHE) 
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Appendix 2 

“Research ethics approval form”, “student-participant consent form” and “student-participant 

information sheet” 

 

Part 1: Research ethics approval granted based on completed checklist submitted to the research 

ethics committee at my institution 
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Part 2: Student-participant consent form  

 

 

STUDENT-PARTICIPANT CONSENT FORM 

 

 

Teacher and Researcher: Gabriella Buttarazzi  

 

• I understand that the nature and purpose of the research study is to examine the benefits for 

students on the contents of the NAA course Mind-work: Practical self-inquiry for personal- and 

work-life relationships who enrol on and complete the course. 

• The research study has been explained to me in further detail and I agree to take part. 

• I understand the purpose of the research study and my involvement in it. 

• I understand that I may withdraw from the research study at any stage and that this will not 

affect my status now or in the future. 

• I understand that while information gained during the study may be published, I will not be 

identified and my personal results will remain confidential.  

• I understand that my contributions via Moodle will be data collected.  

• I understand that data will be stored in accordance with data protection laws.  

• I understand that I may contact the researcher if I require more information about the research, 

and that I may contact the Research Ethics Sub-Committee of the University of Nottingham, 

Ningbo if I wish to make a complaint related to my involvement in the research. 

 

Signed …………………………………………………………………………  (participant) 

Print name …………………………………………………………………    

 

Date ………………………………… 

Email address …………………………………………………………. (optional) 

 

 

Contact details 

Teacher-researcher: Gabriella.Buttarazzi@nottingham.edu.cn   

Supervisor: Bob.Adamson@nottingham.edu.cn  

UNNC Research Ethics Sub-Committee Coordinator: Joanna.Huang@nottingham.edu.cn  
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Part 3: Student-participant information sheet 

 

 

STUDENT-PARTICIPANT INFORMATION SHEET 

 

Dear Student Participant, 

Thank you for choosing to enrol and participate in this Nottingham Advantage Award (NAA) course. This 

course is the first of its kind available at University of Nottingham Ningbo China (UNNC) and is currently 

being run for the first time this academic year.  It is part of a research study for my Professional Doctorate in 

Education (EdD) at UNNC. The research is a study aiming to establish the ways in which students who 

choose to enrol might benefit from a course of this kind. Is it important for me as a teacher and researcher to 

establish this in order to modify the course according to your feedback and opinions, as well as ensure that I 

can provide a course of the greatest personal and professional to our students at UNNC in future semesters.   

Your participation in this course is not compulsory. You are able to withdraw from the course at any time and 

to request that the information you have provided is not used in the research. Any information provided will 

be confidential. Your identity will not be disclosed in any use of the information you have supplied during the 

course. 

This research study has been reviewed according to the ethical review processes in place at UNNC. These 

processes are governed by the University’s Code of Research Conduct and Research Ethics. Should you have 

any question now or in the future, please contact me or my supervisor. Should you have concerns related to 

my conduct of the survey or research ethics, please contact my supervisor or the University’s Ethics 

Committee. 

Kind regards, 

 

Contact details 

Teacher-researcher: Gabriella.Buttarazzi@nottingham.edu.cn   

Supervisor: Bob.Adamson@nottingham.edu.cn    

 

University Research Ethics Committee Coordinator: Joanna.Huang@nottingham.edu.cn 
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Appendix 3 

The online application form introduced in course cycle 2 for students interested in applying to enrol 

on the course  

 

  
Course Application Form  

 
Please answer the following questions in confidence and honesty, to enable your NAA tutor to 

ensure that this NAA course is appropriate for you at this time. Thank you. 
 
 
Name:  
 
Discipline:  
 
Year of study:  
 
This course is 50% online. It involves working through a lot of the course content in your free time, which 
requires a lot of self-discipline. Do you think you will be able to work through the online course content 
this course independently?  
 
o    Yes        o    I think so                             o    No                     o    I am not sure 
 
Provide a reason for your answer: 

 
 

 
Mind-work (meditation), involves a lot of introspection, critical reflection and contemplation. Do you feel 
prepared to do this type of work? 

 
 
 

 
Do you have any physical condition(s) which restrict your movement or make sitting or standing difficult? 
Please provide details here: 

 
 
 

 
Have you suffered from any mental health difficulties such as anxiety and/or depression in the last few 
years? Please provide details here: 

 
 
 

 
Have you had any disturbing life events in the last year, which may make the course difficult for you? 

 
 
 

 
Please describe any previous experience of meditation you may have: 

 
 

 
All information is confidential, kept securely and will be destroyed at the end of the course. Please 
complete this form, even if the questions are non-applicable, before the final application deadline.  
 
If you would prefer to arrange a private conversation with the tutor, please send an email to Gabriella 
Buttarazzi in order to make arrangements: Gabriella.Buttarazzi@nottingham.edu.cn  
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Appendix 4 

Course specifications 2016-18 

 

Course title Mind-work: practical self-inquiry for personal- and work-life relationships 

Course code XN1047C 

Number of credits 10 

Semester in which course is taught 

and assessment period 

In the autumn and spring semesters, with assessment at the end of each semester.  

Pre-requisites for admission onto 

this course 

The completion of an application form to express their interest in their own 

intrapersonal development and interpersonal development.   

Expected number of students Up to 22 students. 

Target students This elective course is available to all students registered at the University of 

Nottingham as part of the Nottingham Advantage Award (NAA) scheme.  

Availability to exchange students Yes, all students who are able to complete both the online and face-to-face 

components of the course during one entire semester at UNNC are welcome to 

apply. 

Resources Course convener support in addition to multimedia online (via Moodle) and face-

to-face session resources. 

 
Course Summary 

 
This course provides students with the opportunity to explore their relationships with the self and with others by drawing 

upon a combination of types of two meditative practice (mindfulness and self-inquiry) as the main pedagogic techniques. 

The seven main parts in this course aim to provide contexts and relationship types, for students to explore in depth as a 

means of facilitating their personal understanding of themselves in relation to these relationships, in relation to 

themselves, to others and the world around them. The amount and range of meditative and reflexive practice presented in 

this course equip students with the direct practical experience. This is direct practical experience for examining and 

questioning their own beliefs, thoughts, perceptions and assumptions towards themselves in relation to others within 

various dimensions of their past, present and future lives, as well as for enhancing interpersonal skills, intrapersonal skills 

and emotional literacy for improving relationships with the self and the other.  

 
Course activities  

 
On a fortnightly basic in chronological order, students must: 

1. Complete the online content by watching the series of short video lectures (approximately 2.5-hours in total x 7 

parts);  

2. Do the daily mindful breath-awareness and self-inquiry meditation practices (approximately 5-hours in total x 7 

parts);  

3. Attend a group discussion meeting (approximately 1.5-hours in total x 7 parts);  

4. Provide feedback (approximately 15-minutes in total x 7 parts);  

5. Complete the reflective writing task on the experience (approximately 2-hours in total x 7 parts)  

Please Note:  

The reflective writing tasks contribute to the end of course assessment—the final e-portfolio and the final interview.  
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Course content  

 
PART 1 

Anchoring Relationships 

Guideline question:  Where do I come from?  

Core concepts: otherness, othering, stability   

Meditation 

practices: 

1 x mindful breath-awareness (preparatory, daily);  

2 x self-inquiry on closing the distance between the self and the 

unfamiliar and the self and the familiar (main, once only). 

PART 2 

Growing  

Relationships 

Guideline question:  Who do I choose to associate with? 

Core concepts:  flow, authenticity, sexuality 

Meditation 

practices: 

1 x mindful breath-awareness (preparatory, daily); 2 x self-inquiry 

on finding your flow and on examining your own beliefs on 

sexuality on the self and the other (main, once only). 

PART 3 

Working Relationships 

Guideline question:  Who do I have to associate with? 

Core concepts: power dynamics, personality, motivations, social order vs. personal 

order   

Meditation 

practices: 

1 x mindful breath-awareness (preparatory, daily); 

2 x self-inquiry on understanding the personal motivations in self 

and the other (main, once only). 

PART 4 

Inner  

Relationships 

Guideline question: What do I actually think of myself? 

Core concepts: mirroring, projection, (non-)dualism, intimacy/romance, 

vulnerability   

Meditation 

practices: 

1 x mindful breath-awareness (preparatory, daily); 

2 x self-inquiry on generating ‘loving-kindness’ and on healing open 

wounds of the heart (main, once only). 

PART 5 

Communicative 

Relationships 

Guideline question:  How do I communicate with myself and with others? 

Core concepts: inner- and outer voice, self-talk, non-violent communication, 

wants/needs   

Meditation 

practices: 

1 x mindful breath-awareness (preparatory, daily); 2 x self-inquiry 

on uncovering self-talk and on expressing wants/needs to others 

(main, once only). 

PART 6 

Intuitive  

Relationships 

 

 

 

 

Guideline question:  Where does my sense of security and confidence come from? 

Core concepts: intuition, thinking fast and slow, sensing, insight, foresight, 

hindsight  

Meditation 

practices: 

1 x mindful breath-awareness (preparatory, daily); 

2 x self-inquiry on feeling a sense of security and confidence in the 

self and the other (main, once only). 

PART 7 

Universal Relationships 

 

Guideline question:  How can I elevate my understanding of myself in relation to the 

others and the world? 

Core concepts: (self-)compassion, service, communities, responsibility, gratefulness 

Meditation 

practices: 

1 x mindful breath-awareness (preparatory, daily); 

2 x self-inquiry on feeling a sense of gratefulness and on being of 

service (main, once only). 
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Assessment details 

 
75% 

3,500-word reflective e-

portfolio 

Details:    Consists of reflective writing tasks for each of the seven parts and a selection 

of broader written reflective and feedback tasks. 

Due: The reflective writing tasks will be submitted at the end of each of the seven 

parts and the final e-portfolio will be submitted at the end of the course. 

25% 

30-minute interview 

Details:    

 

 

Consists of six structured questions that ask students to reflect on their 

personal experience(s) on the course and pose questions for future 

applications of the practices in daily life.  

Due:  This interview will take place at the end of the course. 

 
Learning Outcomes 

 

A.  Knowledge & 

understanding: 

Outcomes which describe 

broadly the subject matter 

of the course 

1. Students will begin to explicitly challenge and question their own assumptions, 

thoughts, perceptions and beliefs about the self and others;  

2. Students will develop a means of dealing with the challenges that the various 

relationships with the self and others might present to them, but in a more aware 

and thus empowered manner than previously;  

3. Students will begin to consider and reflect on the various relationship types and 

qualities in all aspects of our daily lives. 

 

B.  Intellectual skills: 

 

The abilities required to 

process the subject matter 

of the course 

1. Students will develop a range of skills that enable them to develop their emotional 

literacy by learning how to describe an emotional state, sensation or feeling as 

well as an ability to communicate their beliefs and thoughts in more refined 

manner;  

2. Students will develop a range of higher-order thinking and writing skills, some 

high-order: mostly reflexive, evaluative and critical;  

3. Students will be introduced to the purpose of and various means of challenging 

and questioning beliefs, thoughts, perceptions and assumptions. 

 

C. Professional/practical 

skills:  

 

Those skills specific to a 

particular subject area 

(option) 

1. Students will be introduced to a range of meditative techniques and two 

meditative practices designed for improving personal- and work-life relationships, 

and be given extensive opportunity to experiment, practice and reflect on their 

application of these techniques and tools according to each seven parts of this 

course;  

2. Students will share these practical experiences for peer- and tutor-support, 

guidance and better understanding of the contexts in which these techniques and 

practices can be adopted;  

3. Students will develop an ability to provide peer-feedback and peer-support 

throughout the face-to-face component, as well tutor feedback when students are 

required to reflect on the value the course had within their final e-portfolio 

assessed task. 

 

D Transferable (key) 
1. The practices in this course are transferrable within any aspect of the students’ 

lives, particularly within settings that involve a range of interrelationships;  
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skills: 

 

Skills such as oral and 

written communication, 

team work, self-

management, problems 

solving, critical thinking, 

professionalism etc. 

2. Students will have developed the means for sharing and supporting their peers 

throughout the course, helpful for their personal- and work-lives through the 

group discussion meetings;  

3. All self-reflexive skills promoted (particularly through the summative assessment 

process) are transferrable to academic settings, as well as personal and 

professional settings in which students need to display evidence of reasoning, 

judgment, discernment, temperance, understanding and more. 
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Appendix 5 

Student samples to justify changes made to the fortnightly reflective writings after course cycle 1 

 

Research cycle 1, sample 1: Student A has written a largely descriptive and far less thorough 

reflective writing task for part 2 (this is entirely acceptable given the flexibility of the task) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Generally, I am doing fine in this course, but recently I have to deal with the extensive academic 

pressure (such as French quiz), which left me little time for the audio study. I managed to overcome 

this challenge by improving my efficiency and end up keeping a good balance between academic 

progress and this course. 

 

During the tasks on "authenticity & growing relationships", I have identified myself with a couple of 

activities I do that makes me flow; moreover, I have discovered that once I am not in the flow, the 

mind starts to flicker. When the mind is flickering it is either negative about the status quo or 

indifferent. It's constantly searching for a distraction.   
 

 

 

Research cycle 1, sample 2: Student B has written a contrastingly heavily detailed and far more 

analytical reflective writing task for part 2   

 

  
Compared to the past ‘Anchoring Relationship’ part, it seems that I have not much to say in this part 

because during the exploration of life, there are only just a few things that I may call ‘flow’ 

activities, that attract me a bit more than other activities, since I’ve always been exploring. And 

somehow, these ‘flow’ activities I choose, just correspond with what people think girls/women 

should do (which is quite relieving but a bit disappointing). 

 

I’m still confused about the concept of ‘sexuality’ (sorry about it, though I attended your lecture in 

Y1). Can sexuality change when getting along with different groups of people? My own experience 

is, since the most of time I stay with girls, I behave and think just like a boy, and even have some 

‘masculine’ characteristics (such as the sense of directions, strength, independence). However, when 

it comes to getting along with boys, I still act as if I were a boy. Thus, they also treat me as their bro, 

but never think I could have a romantic relationship even I told one of them I liked him (the ‘like’ 

with boyfriend). This makes me confused and doubt if I should be more ‘feminine’. However, I 
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really enjoy the feeling of being the ‘male’ among my female friends, so I suppose I would still keep 

this, be what I think makes me pleasant. There does exist some boy who loves girl like me, I believe 

it! 

 

When it comes to thinking about ‘authenticity’ and ‘sexuality’, it seems that I have been in a 

circulation: I often try those activities that people think are suitable for girls such as cooking, making 

handcrafts, taking care of others and teaching ( and typing, these are five things I wrote down); and I 

find them really really interesting and engaging, I can do them very well; since I really love these 

things, I become a more and more ‘typical’ female in others’ eyes. I seldom tried any ‘male’ 

activities like some extreme sports. Is it alright to stay in this circulation? But I personally don’t 

want to be ‘typical’ and ‘common’, I would plan to try out other challenging things, maybe new 

interests can be found then. Choose ‘feminine’ activities. Find them engaging, show ‘authenticity. 

Be a more typical ‘female’: 

 

 
 
(1) Choose ‘feminine’ activities (2) Find them engaging, show my ‘authenticity’ (3) Be a more 

typical ‘female’ 

 

In this case, it becomes a bit complex to define my ‘sexuality’ from my perspective: enjoy acting as 

a ‘male’ but doing ‘feminine’ activities. I don’t mean to grow into a typical woman, and I want to do 

different things that impress people rather than simply follow what people commonly suppose a 

female should do. 

 

After taking some lectures on sexuality, I’ve known that each gender, or each group of people, 

should not be labelled carelessly. I hate those stereotypes. I believe women can smoke and dress 

whatever they like, men can also be fragile and cry heavily. These contents have rooted in my mind. 

Especially in terms of getting along with men, I wouldn’t force them to do what they can’t manage 

or hold, I’m glad to share their negative emotions and help them get rid of those bad habits. 

However, to be frank, until recently, I still can’t be accustomed to seeing some girls frequently 

appearing in night pubs, becoming alcoholics or smoking heavily. I know these are their freedom 

clearly, I just can’t stop thinking about it. In the future, I hope to change these stereotypical views 

toward women, let them be what they want but definitely do stop them before things get out of 

control. 
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Research cycle 2 sample: Student C has written a comprehensive reflective writing task for part 2 to 

following considerable modifications and restructuring of the task requirement 

 

  

When I practice part 2, I feel something really confuse me. First, I do not accurately understand 

the sentence: 'growing into who we already are'. How can I know what I will be in the future? 

This sentence sound great and give me light and hope. But when I calm down to think about my 

life, many questions just appear. I even suspect my belief or some other important qualities. I 

have not overcome it yet actually. I think just follow your heart cannot deal with the problem. 

Another challenge is about sexuality. I think it is a blurry boundary about the think of men and 

women. It really decides which person you meet. I sometimes feel strange about the general 

standard about gender. How did it generate? In the meeting class, I become a little clear about it. 

 

 

 

 

  
In the second part of this mind-work course, we discussed of growing relationships, which is 

defined that person’s most natural or comfortable self. There are two important sections, 

authenticity and sexuality. In my understanding, people will develop or grow to be the closest one 

as they want to be. For example, if you want to be an artist, you will try your best to paint 

although the condition of your family may not allow. But it is hard to persuade you to give up 

your dream. Therefore, the choices we make are an important part in this relationship. Maybe 

sometimes, we can’t follow our heart due to our parents’ limitation. When I was younger, my 

mother always help me to do the decisions, such as what school I had to study, what major should 

I choose, even what job I can do in the future. It seems that I have to live in her control. After 

learning the growing relationships, I think I can regard her advice as a reference, but do decision 

myself. Then, move on to the authenticity section, it introduced six parts of “flow”. Flow happens 

when you feel intense, pleasure, certain, no time passing and don’t consider of time. The tutor 

gave us her self’s example of creating new courses and courses. Also, her friend who really loves 

playing music has been mentioned. He is not only for people’s watching, but also for his pleasure. 

Even on the beach with nobody, he desires to play music. The last lecture is talking about the 

sexuality. It involves nine forms, like thoughts, fantasies, desires, attitudes, beliefs, behaviours, 

values, roles and relationships. Otherwise, maybe women cannot easily do something like men. 

But I courage all the females to do things you like, such as football. I hope after the group 

discussion, I will have deeper impression of this interesting topic. 
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In Part 2, I do not find the idea that I totally disagreed with. Being nature and comfortable in our 

lives. Try to find who you truly are and insist on what you really interest in is quite important and 

beneficial for your personal development. Also, I believe that this section is really helpful in the 

daily lives and is good to be discussed. I used to be feel not free with my parents. I felt being not 

understood in many cases during the daily life. I want to do what I am really interested in and 

want to go around the country to challenge myself and learn many traditional crafts. But for my 

parents, they think these ideas are impracticable and girls should invest themselves to get a better 

husband and enjoy the life. I tried to persuade them but the result is not satisfying. Also, I am 

worrying about what if one day my parents know all the secrets such as I prefer to be more 

“handsome” and the real hobbies I have and I also love girls… I really can’t imagine that. It can 

be a disaster. Therefore, I felt very far away with them and I am really tired to hide the real me in 

front of my relatives. And many people have similar problems with parents, relatives, colleagues 

or friends. They cannot be the real self many times. But after going deep in this topic, I think over 

and find it’s depended on the attitude of yourself. If you are clear about what you really like and 

can distinguish what is ok or right for you, then maybe in some case, to avoid harm the one who 

love you but cannot accept your opinion, you can choose to use a proper way to tell or just 

endure. Try to get a balance when we have to consider maintaining a relationship with other 

people. Also, learn how to endure in the proper time will make you a better person. There are 

more can be discussed about but the most thing touched me is how to insist on your true will 

while having a good relationship with people around you. Endure and not only endure, we can 

also try to understand other’s idea and that will help the situation better. 
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Appendix 6 

Documents for 'expert evaluation'  

 

Document 1: The student-participant responses   

 

Please read the student-participant responses in order match the responses to the 14 themes 

accordingly.  
 

 

1 

 

‘I think I had become calmer down after I had learned this course: mind-work helps me to feel everything around you and 

yourself. The impetuous had faded.’  
  

‘I find myself calmer and optimistic when in trouble.’  
 

‘Before the course, I have expected to gain more knowledge on mind-work and become more peaceful and better at coping 

with life situations. By learning universal ‘loving-kindness’ and non-violent methods of communication to deal with others, 

I feel it really works by allowing to look at conflicts with a peaceful and calm mind.’  
 

‘It becomes easier to calm down and bring peace back to my mind now. Also, I could see things differently more easily 

and it brings me a new experience.’   

 

 

 

2 

 

‘I am more confident about dealing with myself and others for the fact that after attending this course, I am more aware of 

what's going on in my mind, and I am given tools, my work to deal with the future situations, understanding that it is not the 

situations that is not in my favour but that it is my mind which is unstable. Therefore, if I have any bad feelings about any 

situation, I can use the tools to help my mind to be calm and deal with anything in the future.’  
 

‘As I mentioned in the first question, I think “intuitive relationships” is the elements stand out to me, because I was not 

aware of this relationship before. I usually hesitate when taking a decision or a judgement, because I am always worried 

about the what will happen if I make such a decision. After the course, I realised that I should develop a sense of security 

in myself.’  
 

‘Because I used to be very hesitated when I make a decision or make a judgment, I don't think it is easy things to do 

because I will feel hesitation, I am afraid of what we will have in the future, I was afraid of the consequence, I mean what 

would be happening in the future if I make such a decision, what if it's a bad decision? what if it is a bad judgement? It will 

to some degree influence what will develop in the future. So that's why I feel very confused. But after the course I realized 

that maybe I should develop a sense of security in myself and learn to make a quick decision and make a quick judgment. 

But that doesn't mean I have to be very rash, sometimes I think we should calm down and make a good decision.’  

 

 

 

3 

 

‘When I found I made some mistakes, previously, I would be very angry and feel anxious. But now, I will encourage and 

comfort myself.’  
 

‘I am not negative or anxious when I make a mistake anymore. I usually just encourage myself and then find things are not 
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so bad. I have a more positive attitude that I can do things well.’  
 

‘By examining the self-talk in my mind, I learn to be not self-critical and self-judgmental. Instead, I need to have 

confidence in and trust myself. It helps me feel comfortable.’  

 

 

 

4 

 

‘Intrapersonal development could help you to clarify yourself, implying figuring out what is real need and be aware of 

what you are looking for. I insist on one principle, “keep real”, to live. So intrapersonal development is necessary to 

identify my true self. Now that your intrapersonal skills are developed, a clear and real individual will be express to others 

when you interact with them.’  
 

‘I have discovered how many destructive thoughts are in my mind and have learnt to notice and stop paying attention. 

Because my mind is always overthinking, I just get absorbed by these thoughts and start believing every single one of 

them. I also noticed how whatever bad things I see in people is just a reflection of the thoughts inside my mind and not 

really me.’  
 

‘I think single individual is the fundamental component of the society. In the part “inner relationships”, we mentioned that 

the self is defined in relation with others. And in the next part we mentioned self-talk, it is the most fundamental 

communication in the world. The attitude we hold towards other things on the world is largely determined by our thoughts 

and minds. There is a phenomenon that if we are happy, we can see more beautiful scenes in life. I think it holds the same 

principle as relationships and mind-work. Only after we deal well with the things about ourselves, can we deal with things 

with others better. The results may be totally different after we changing our minds.’ 

 

 

 

5 

 

‘I used to be very lonely. I found that nobody come to me to bring brightness to me. I lived in a poor surrounding. I hope 

someone could give me a huge hug. However, everyone in the university had their world. They start more to concern about 

themselves. Therefore, after the mind-work practices, I found that the relationship should be each other. It’s interconnection. 

Therefore, I can also become someone who share my brightness to the others.’  
 

‘So I mentioned before after I found I had been positive, I found everything around me became different, the sky became 

lighter than before, I was seeing a positive in their sensitive hearts. Though I remind you to care if you become positive with 

the others, the others return this energy back to you. After I turned my attitude towards the positive, the relationship became 

more close, people began to try to talk to someone with passing the good energy. I used to be negative and lonely, this is not 

good for everyone surrounding me, so some will become regretful later if I don't express it. I totally believe that the 

expressing yourself authentically is the development of the whole society. I can do my progress to become a part of 

development of society an impact my friends around me and telling them to impact more other to get on well and have equal 

relationships with others. I will have a positive imagination and hope to impact more and more people.’  
 

‘I would like to teach these messages and practices to my friends because some of them are actually very practical and 

useful’.  

 

 

 

6 

 

‘I can try to not do things emotionally, improve my own skills in communicating and dealing with different kinds of 

relationships. It can also help me to relax when I feel disturbed by troubles in my life.’  
 

‘“Breath in, breath out” is especially effective when I encounter unhappy things.’  

 

‘When I feel out of control, I will not be angry at once, especially towards people close to me, but try to analyse rationally. 

Why do I have such a feeling? What causes it? What is the real idea in my heart? What is the real thing that I really want? 

And then give specific measures to solve it. At the same time, I also stick to meditation, which I think is an effective 
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measure to relax, relieve stress, balance my mind and improve my attention.’ 

 

 

 

7 

 

 

‘It is wise for me to stop judging people, and stop putting ourselves and others into narrow groups. This not only aims to 

judge others in a fair way but also free myself.’ 
 

‘This course keeps reminding me of a poem called 'For Whom the Bell Tolls' written by John Donne which was at first to 

spread the Christian belief to people. The most famous lines in this poem are ‘No man is an island, entire of itself’ and 

‘Any man's death diminishes me, because I am involved in mankind’. These lines impressed me a lot when I first read 

them. I think it could be implied perfectly to the universal connectedness of the world around us. It is a fantastic experience 

to think about how ourselves live on this earth in connection with so many lives around us and how we are also connected 

with the earth that supports us. In a larger extent, how the universe forms our body and mind, our cells, everything. Every 

pieces of every person’s body is formed by unknown matter that was floating in the space millions of years ago. The whole 

universe, the stars we see at night, every life on this earth or even outside the earth, we are all connected and we are all so 

small. But the point here is that as we are all connected, everything is supporting and being supported, everything is being 

of service in a way or another. We serve can each other every day. We are the same. We are formed the same. We are not 

separated.’ 
 

‘The separation of the idea of myself and others has narrowed a little, before others actions would affect my being, but now I 

see it more as a reflection of my own state of mind.’ 

 

 

 

8 

 

‘Another change is about my reflective writing skills. When I read back on all my reflective writing pieces I noticed my 

shortcomings more easily than things I have achieved. I think it is attributed to repeating reflective tasks I have written 

because I need to look back on my learning process and analyze it. So I think being more critical is beneficial for 

progressing with inner work and relationships.’  
 

‘I think the most helpful work in this course is the work on reflecting. I actually reflected on myself sometimes in my daily 

life before, but it is not so detailed like I learnt in this mind-work course and I realise the importance of reflection. I have 

now decided to apply this reflecting work to my daily life. I think recalling the memories that I have been through is actually 

painful because I realised how stupid and how awful I was while dealing with the relationships with myself and with other 

people but it is really helpful because you can know what old mistakes you’ve made and avoid such mistakes in the future. 

So I think reflecting work is really beneficial and I want to practise reflecting in my daily in the future.’  
 

‘By reading all the tasks and doing all the practices, I start to think that I am not as good a learner as I used to believe. I 

didn't get the main object of this course until part 2 and I am not sure even now whether I am writing the tasks reflectively 

in the right way to meet the requirements. In other words, there are many doubts of myself in my learning process. I often 

question myself and it also can be seen in the reflective writings especially in part 2 “growing relationships” and part 7 

“universal relationships”. I wrote in part 7 that I think I always compare myself to others is because I am not confident 

enough. There is no sense of knowing something for sure which stand out in the discoveries about myself.’ 

 

 

 

9 

 

‘I have noticed that whenever I start comparing myself to others or judging, most of the times I immediately stop these 

thoughts and remind myself of how grateful I am for my family giving me everything they possibly could, for my friends 

supporting me and for my own contributions towards building my future. Eventually, we are the ones who have to take care 

of ourselves and it all depends on how hard we are willing to work hard as the opportunities are endless nowadays. This is 

just one of the examples but this particular realisation made my relationship with others and myself much better.’  
 

‘I improved my authenticity in university work by enhance my pleasure and thirst for work, instead of being forced to do it. 
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In this way, my workmates say my effectiveness has been increased and our working relationships have become gentle.’  
 

‘We cannot change other people’s ideas, thoughts, behaviours, but we can change ourselves. People react to things based 

on their former experiences. Mind-work has taught me to reflect on myself and look back at what I did before and help me 

avoid such mistakes with others in the future.’  

 

 

 

10 

 

‘I have a more profound understanding, the close relationship with my parents, best friends get along more harmonious.’ 
 

‘About myself in relation to others, I can observe others without others' consciousness and try to know their emotions. 

Then I can treat them in the way they want and will be happy. It can avoid conflicts.’  
 

I think it often takes courage to accept new people and things. We just need to open our minds. From mind-work, I learned 

that through closing distance with unfamiliar people, I can obtain a new perspective of the world, though sometimes it can 

make me confused because of our difference. I need to embrace the diversity of the world with a more forgiving mindset, 

only in this way can I have a broader sight.’ 

 

 

 

11 
 

 

‘I think the biggest change after completing the course is that before I thought that life situations are responsible for my 

happiness and wellbeing. Now I am responsible for my own state of being. For example, before if I have a hard a time with 

my exams or work I would blame it on the format but now I would be observing my emotions and just letting it be there 

while I deal with the situation.’  
 

‘I think the most impressive thing that I learnt in this course is to stop complaining. I used to complain about other people if 

something wrong happened, like what they did wrong or if what they did didn’t meet my satisfaction. And I would get more 

and more angry thinking about that. This was all could think of before but now I tend to think of what I was responsible for 

this mistake and I really did in my work in the society and I think it helps. I get along better with my partners during work 

projects and it helps me gain some experience on how to co-operate well with others.’  
 

‘As for my sense of powerlessness, I began to try to write diary, and do more exercise, I exercise and meditate when I am in 

bad mood, which helps me a lot.’  

 

 

 

12 

 

‘The final important change is giving me a new perspective to see others. ‘They are not in your way, they are show you the 

way’ is the line I like most in this course. In the past, I think people are divided into two categories. One consists of the 

people I like, and I will accept them and listen to them carefully. The other is the people I do not like. I will ignore them and 

hate everything they say. But now, I find that people are also can be divided into two parts. One gives you warmth and 

encourages you to go ahead, the other hurts you and teach you how to be a better person. I have the ability to accept both 

two parts and love them.’  
 

‘After learning these seven parts, I start to think more about my inner thought and try to improve the communication with 

my parents. For instance, I have realized that everyone has their own special power. They are not in your way but show 

you the way. These words sincerely change my mind before, which used to exclude different ideas from others and insist 

myself stubbornly. Thus, the most improvement I have received is to try to think more about others.’  
 

‘I think the first and the most important change to me is that I have touched forgiveness. I say touched not learn because I 

think maybe now I have still not fully understood this term. The touch of forgiveness gives me a lot of relief to myself and 

others. I usually punished myself and insulted myself in the past, but now the situation is much better. I have severe 

conflicts with my dad, which I have mentioned in some reflecting writings before, and now our relationships is much better. 

He likes to listen to my problems and ideas.’  
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13 

 

‘There are a lot of problems in life that can be solved from your own perspective.’  
 

‘Furthermore, in terms of interpersonal relationships, I begin to take a different look at the problems which might occur in 

those relationships, such as conflicts, different and frustrating things. I learn to consider those problems in different 

perspectives, from both others’ and my point of view.’  
 

‘This course helps me identify complex relationships from different situations. In real life, I can be clearly aware them and 

deliver solutions naturally.’ 

 

 

 

14 

 

‘I have begun to understand myself better, having a clearer mind of myself, by exploring myself deeper and deeper in self-

inquiry. I’ve learnt to trust myself.’  
 

‘The course of mind-work has made me learn more about myself. In meditation, I could sink my mind into thinking about 

what has been discussed in the course, and have a better understanding combined with my own experience.’  
 

‘OK, I was an introverted person and I feared to communicate with other people and was afraid of making new friends. I 

preferred to stay alone and do my own things. Think of the -reason? Maybe I don't want other people to hurt me, I think 

people around me are more beautiful than me and have more money than me, so I'm a little bit self-abasing. By attending 

this course, the teacher told us that we should pay attention to self-talk. And I think it is true now, it is an important thing I 

should learn to do in my following life.’  
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Document 2: The Themes 

Simply insert the set of student quotations number you feel corresponds to the theme headings below: 

 
 Theme 1: Cultivates self-compassion 

 
 Theme 2: Increases personal engagement with taught content 

 
 Theme 3: Deepens self-awareness and self-knowledge* 

 
 Theme 4: Creates a sense of empowerment 

 
 Theme 5: Cultivates self-reliance 

 
 Theme 6: Improves overall mood, attitude and emotional states 

 
 Theme 7: Enhances ability to adapt to new environments and social stresses 

 
 Theme 8: Increases ability to make choices with confidence 

 
 Theme 9: Increases ability to face and solve problems 

 
 Theme 10: Begin to dis-identify with the mind (idea of self) 

 
 Theme 11: Heightens empathic tendencies 

 
 Theme 12: Improves interpersonal relationship functioning and quality 

 
 Theme 13: Heightens a felt sense of interconnectedness 

 
 Theme 14: Increased desire to be of service to others in society 
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Appendix 7 

Template of the end of course reflective portfolio (complete with the seven fortnightly 

reflective writing tasks.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Reflective Portfolio 
Student Name  

Student ID Number  

Email Address  
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Instructions 
 

Complete all sections of this Reflective Portfolio by simply following the instructions on the document on 

the subsequent pages. The sections you will need to complete before your final submission can be checked 

off one-by-one using the following checklist: 

 

 Section 1   Review & ensure you complete all requirements of this course 

 Section 2   Review & reflect upon the previous parts of this course 

 Section 3   Examine your learning on this course 

 Section 4   Examine your aims & expectations for this course 

 Section 5   Reflect upon the mind-work practice of this course 

 Section 6   Complete the final reflective writing task 

 Section 7   Provide your final feedback on this course 

 

Writing Style 

Your grammar and language will not be assessed, nor will your academic style. Reflective writing should show 

evidence of introspection, reflection on and evaluation of your experiences in all parts of this course. You are 

free to write in a style that you are comfortable with. You may also exceed the word limit if you wish to. 

 

Deadline 

This Reflective Portfolio should be submitted on Wednesday 10th January by 3pm. Extensions cannot be 

awarded as the results must be finalised with the UK campus. 

 

Credits 

If all parts are successfully completed to a reasonable to high standard you will be awarded your credits for 

successfully completing this course. You will be informed within two weeks if you have been awarded the 10-

credits. Failure to submit the Reflective Portfolio by the deadline set by the UK campus exam board, will result 

in you being awarded 0-credits. 

 

Submission Guidance 

You must complete your Reflective Portfolio using this fillable PDF document. You must submit one PDF 

file via Moodle. 
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Section 1 
 
Review the Workload Checklist below in order to ensure that you have completed all of the requirements 

of the course to successfully pass and your credits. If there are requirements you have not yet completed, 

please go back and complete them as soon as possible. 

 

Please Note: In the case of failure to attend the Group Discussion Meetings, simply leave blank instead of 

ticking if you were unable to attend. This requirement is flexible and subject to your schedule and so 

concessions are made for students who could not attend 100% of the Group Discussion Meetings. You will not 

be penalised.  

 
    Part 4: Inner Relationships 

 Welcome To This Course   Watch the video lectures 

 Attend the welcome meeting   Complete the consolidation quiz 

 Watch the video lectures   Download & complete the audio tasks 

 Watch the video tutorials   Complete the feedback form 

 Complete the consolidation quiz   Attend group discussion meeting 

 Complete the feedback form   Write & submit reflective writing task 

     

 Part 1: Anchoring Relationships   Part 5: Communicative Relationships 

 Watch the video lectures   Watch the video lectures 

 Complete the consolidation quiz   Complete the consolidation quiz 

 Download & complete the audio tasks   Download & complete the audio tasks 

 Complete the feedback form   Complete the feedback form 

 Attend group discussion meeting   Attend group discussion meeting 

 Write & submit reflective writing task   Write & submit reflective writing task 

     

 Part 2: Growing Relationships   Part 6: Intuitive Relationships 

 Watch the video lectures   Watch the video lectures 

 Complete the consolidation quiz   Complete the consolidation quiz 

 Download & complete the audio tasks   Download & complete the audio tasks 

 Complete the feedback form   Complete the feedback form 

 Attend group discussion meeting   Attend group discussion meeting 

 Write & submit reflective writing task   Write & submit reflective writing task 

     

 Part 3: Working Relationships   Part 7: Universal Relationships 

 Watch the video lectures   Watch the video lectures 

 Complete the consolidation quiz   Complete the consolidation quiz 

 Download & complete the audio tasks   Download & complete the audio tasks 

 Complete the feedback form   Complete the feedback form 

 Attend group discussion meeting   Attend group discussion meeting 

 Write & submit reflective writing task   Write & submit reflective writing task 
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Section 2 
 
Insert all PDF scanned copies of all seven Reflective Writings Tasks (the PDFs which include my 

feedback comments) on the pages after the questions below. For instructions on how to do this, please 

watch the instructional video in the Wrapping Up: End of Course materials section of the course. 

 

Read back over all of your Reflective Writing Tasks to answer the following question: What changes have 

you noticed in yourself throughout and by the end of the course? Give details. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Which elements stand out to you as being discoveries about yourself and yourself in relation to 

others? Give details. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Which direct practical experiences of mind-work have had a positive impact on you throughout and 
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by the end of the course? Give details. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Which direct practical experiences of mind-work have not had a positive impact on you 

throughout and by the end of the course? Give details. 
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Parts 1-7 

Reflective Writing Tasks  
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PART 1: ANCHORING RELATIONSHIPS 
 
Mind-work: Practical Self-inquiry for Improved Personal- and  
Work-life Relationships 

NOTTINGHAM ADVANTAGE AWARD 
 XN1047C 

 

Instructions 

Complete each of the following three parts. There is no word limit but please provide answers of at least 250-

words for sections 2 and 3. 

 

Writing Style 

Your grammar and language will not be assessed, nor will your academic style. Reflective writing should show 

evidence of introspection, reflection on and evaluation of your experiences in Part 1 of this course. You are free 

to write in a style that you are comfortable with. You may also exceed the word limit if you wish to. Please refer 

to the video tutorial in the Welcome to this Course online materials to refresh your memory of how to write 

reflectively. 

 

Submission Guidance 

✓ You have the option to either word-process or handwrite your reflective writing. 

✓ Entitle your document like the following example: Part 1 RWT Yang Li 514455 

✓ Use the font style Calibri and the font size 11.  

✓ You must submit your reflective writing as a PDF document via Moodle. 

 

Deadline 

Part 1 Reflective Writing Task should be submitted on Friday 20 October by 8pm. 

Section 1 

Student Name  

Student ID Number  

Email Address  
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Keep a record below of how many times you practiced mind-work for Part 1 of the course.  

PLEASE NOTE: The mindfulness-breath awareness meditations are preliminary meditations, and you 

have the option to attend the drop-in sessions or meditation independently using the audios (tick 

accordingly below). As for the self-inquiry meditations, you only need to practice two self-inquiry 

meditations (once each) and these are only available as audios for independent use. 

 

Part 1 Meditation Record 

 

Mindfulness 
Breath-awareness 

D
ro

p -
in

 

A
ud

io
 

Mindfulness 
Breath-

awareness D
ro

p-
in

 

A
ud

io
 Self-inquiry 

Date    Date    Date  

Date    Date    Date  

Date    Date      

Date    Date      

Date    Date      

Date    Date      

Date    Date      

 

Give details on any challenges you faced with the mind-work practice for Part 1, and give of details of 

how you did/could overcome them: 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Section 2 
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The first self-inquiry meditation task (task A) was about closing the distance between the familiar. Give 

details on what you discovered or realised during and after the task about yourself and others. In what 

ways has it impacted on the way you see yourself and the other person? 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Section 3 

The second self-inquiry meditation task (task B) was about closing between the unfamiliar. Give details 

on what you discovered or realised during and after the task about yourself and others. In what ways has it 

impacted on the way you see yourself and the other person?  
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PART 2: GROWING RELATIONSHIPS 
 
Mind-work: Practical Self-inquiry for Improved Personal- and  
Work-life Relationships 

NOTTINGHAM ADVANTAGE AWARD 
 XN1047C 

 
 

 

Instructions 

Complete each of the following three parts. There is no word limit but please provide answers of at least 250-

words for sections 2 and 3. 

 

Writing Style 

Your grammar and language will not be assessed, nor will your academic style. Reflective writing should show 

evidence of introspection, reflection on and evaluation of your experiences in Part 2 of this course. You are free 

to write in a style that you are comfortable with. You may also exceed the word limit if you wish to. Please refer 

to the video tutorial in the Welcome to this Course online materials to refresh your memory of how to write 

reflectively. 

 

Submission Guidance 

✓ You have the option to either word-process or handwrite your reflective writing. 

✓ Entitle your document like the following example: Part 2 RWT Yang Li 514455 

✓ Use the font style Calibri and the font size 11.  

✓ You must submit your reflective writing as a PDF document via Moodle. 

 

Deadline 

Part 2 Reflective Writing Task should be submitted on Friday 3 November by 8pm. 

Student Name  

Student ID Number  

Email Address  
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Section 1 

Keep a record below of how many times you practiced mind-work for Part 2 of the course.  

PLEASE NOTE: The mindfulness-breath awareness meditations are preliminary meditations, and you 

have the option to attend the drop-in sessions or meditation independently using the audios (tick 

accordingly below). As for the self-inquiry meditations, you only need to practice two self-inquiry 

meditations (once each) and these are only available as audios for independent use. 

 

Part 2 Meditation Record 

 

Mindfulness 
Breath-awareness 

D
ro

p-
in

 

A
ud

io
 

Mindfulness 
Breath-

awareness D
ro

p-
in

 

A
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io
 Self-inquiry 

Date    Date    Date  

Date    Date    Date  

Date    Date      

Date    Date      

Date    Date      

Date    Date      

Date    Date      

 

Give details on any challenges you faced with the mind-work practice for Part 2, and give of details of 

how you did/could overcome them: 
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Section 2 

The first self-inquiry meditation task (task A) was about authenticity & growing relationships. Give 

details on what you discovered or realised during and after the task about yourself and others. In what 

ways has it impacted on the way you see yourself and the other person?  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Section 3 

The second self-inquiry meditation task (task B) was about sexuality & growing relationships. Give details 

on what you discovered or realised during and after the task about yourself and others. In what ways has it 

impacted on the way you see yourself and the other person?  
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PART 3: WORKING RELATIONSHIPS 
 
Mind-work: Practical Self-inquiry for Improved Personal- and  
Work-life Relationships 

NOTTINGHAM ADVANTAGE AWARD 
 XN1047C 

 

 

Instructions 

Complete each of the following three parts. There is no word limit but please provide answers of at least 250-

words for sections 2 and 3. 

 

Writing Style 

Your grammar and language will not be assessed, nor will your academic style. Reflective writing should show 

evidence of introspection, reflection on and evaluation of your experiences in Part 3 of this course. You are free 

to write in a style that you are comfortable with. You may also exceed the word limit if you wish to. Please refer 

to the video tutorial in the Welcome to this Course online materials to refresh your memory of how to write 

reflectively. 

 

Submission Guidance 

✓ You have the option to either word-process or handwrite your reflective writing. 

✓ Entitle your document like the following example: Part 3 RWT Yang Li 514455 

✓ Use the font style Calibri and the font size 11.  

✓ You must submit your reflective writing as a PDF document via Moodle. 

 

Deadline 

Part 3 Reflective Writing Task should be submitted on Friday 17 November by 8pm. 

Section 1 

Student Name  

Student ID Number  

Email Address  
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Keep a record below of how many times you practiced mind-work for Part 3 of the course.  

PLEASE NOTE: The mindfulness-breath awareness meditations are preliminary meditations, and you 

have the option to attend the drop-in sessions or meditation independently using the audios (tick 

accordingly below). As for the self-inquiry meditations, you only need to practice two self-inquiry 

meditations (once each) and these are only available as audios for independent use. 

Part 3 Meditation Record 

 

Mindfulness 
Breath-awareness 

D
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Mindfulness 
Breath-

awareness D
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 Self-inquiry 

Date    Date    Date  

Date    Date    Date  

Date    Date      

Date    Date      

Date    Date      

Date    Date      

Date    Date      

 

Give details on any challenges you faced with the mind-work practice for Part 3, and give of details of 

how you did/could overcome them: 
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Section 2 

The first self-inquiry meditation task (task A) was about different personalities in working relationships. 

Give details on what you discovered or realised during and after the task about yourself and others. In what 

ways has it impacted on the way you see yourself and the other person? 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Section 3 

The second self-inquiry meditation task (task B) was about different interests and personal order in 

working relationships. Give details on what you discovered or realised during and after the task about 

yourself and others. In what ways has it impacted on the way you see yourself and the other person?  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

PART 4: INNER RELATIONSHIPS 
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Mind-work: Practical Self-inquiry for Improved Personal- and  
Work-life Relationships 

NOTTINGHAM ADVANTAGE AWARD 
 XN1047C 

 

Instructions 

Complete each of the following three parts. There is no word limit but please provide answers of at least 250-

words for sections 2 and 3. 

 

Writing Style 

Your grammar and language will not be assessed, nor will your academic style. Reflective writing should show 

evidence of introspection, reflection on and evaluation of your experiences in Part 4 of this course. You are free 

to write in a style that you are comfortable with. You may also exceed the word limit if you wish to. Please refer 

to the video tutorial in the Welcome to this Course online materials to refresh your memory of how to write 

reflectively. 

 

Submission Guidance 

✓ You have the option to either word-process or handwrite your reflective writing. 

✓ Entitle your document like the following example: Part 4 RWT Yang Li 514455 

✓ Use the font style Calibri and the font size 11.  

✓ You must submit your reflective writing as a PDF document via Moodle. 

 

Deadline 

Part 4 Reflective Writing Task should be submitted on Friday 8 December by 8pm. 

 

 

Student Name  

Student ID Number  

Email Address  
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Section 1 

Keep a record below of how many times you practiced mind-work for Part 4 of the course.  

PLEASE NOTE: The mindfulness-breath awareness meditations are preliminary meditations, and you 

have the option to attend the drop-in sessions or meditation independently using the audios (tick 

accordingly below). As for the self-inquiry meditations, you only need to practice two self-inquiry 

meditations (once each) and these are only available as audios for independent use. 

Part 4 Meditation Record 

 

Mindfulness 
Breath-awareness 
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Mindfulness 
Breath-

awareness D
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 Self-inquiry 

Date    Date    Date  

Date    Date    Date  

Date    Date      

Date    Date      

Date    Date      

Date    Date      

Date    Date      

 

Give details on any challenges you faced with the mind-work practice for Part 4, and give of details of 

how you did/could overcome them: 
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Section 2 

The first self-inquiry meditation task (task A) was about method 1: ‘the work of Byron Katie’. Give details 

on what you discovered or realised during and after the task about yourself and others. In what ways has it 

impacted on the way you see yourself and the other person? 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Section 3 

The second self-inquiry meditation task (task B) was about method 2: ‘universal lovingkindness’. Give 

details on what you discovered or realised during and after the task about yourself and others. In what 

ways has it impacted on the way you see yourself and the other person?  
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PART 5: COMMUNICATIVE RELATIONSHIPS 
 
Mind-work: Practical Self-inquiry for Improved Personal- and  
Work-life Relationships 

NOTTINGHAM ADVANTAGE AWARD 
 XN1047C 

 

 

Instructions 

Complete each of the following three parts. There is no word limit but please provide answers of at least 250-

words for sections 2 and 3. 

 

Writing Style 

Your grammar and language will not be assessed, nor will your academic style. Reflective writing should show 

evidence of introspection, reflection on and evaluation of your experiences in Part 5 of this course. You are free 

to write in a style that you are comfortable with. You may also exceed the word limit if you wish to. Please refer 

to the video tutorial in the Welcome to this Course online materials to refresh your memory of how to write 

reflectively. 

 

Submission Guidance 

✓ You have the option to either word-process or handwrite your reflective writing. 

✓ Entitle your document like the following example: Part 5 RWT Yang Li 514455 

✓ Use the font style Calibri and the font size 11.  

✓ You must submit your reflective writing as a PDF document via Moodle. 

 

Deadline 

Part 5 Reflective Writing Task should be submitted on Friday 15 December by 8pm 

 

Student Name  

Student ID Number  

Email Address  
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Section 1 

Keep a record below of how many times you practiced mind-work for Part 1 of the course.  

PLEASE NOTE: The mindfulness-breath awareness meditations are preliminary meditations, and you 

have the option to attend the drop-in sessions or meditation independently using the audios (tick 

accordingly below). As for the self-inquiry meditations, you only need to practice two self-inquiry 

meditations (once each) and these are only available as audios for independent use. 

Part 5 Meditation Record 

 

Mindfulness 
Breath-awareness 
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Mindfulness 
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 Self-inquiry 

Date    Date    Date  

Date    Date    Date  

Date    Date      

Date    Date      

Date    Date      

Date    Date      

Date    Date      

 

Give details on any challenges you faced with the mind-work practice for Part 5, and give of details of 

how you did/could overcome them: 
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Section 2 

The first self-inquiry meditation task (task A) was about method 1: ‘examining our self-talk’. Give details 

on what you discovered or realised during and after the task about yourself and others. In what ways has it 

impacted on the way you see yourself and the other person? 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Section 3 

The second self-inquiry meditation task (task B) was about method 2: ‘putting into practice non-violent 

communication’. Give details on what you discovered or realised during and after the task about yourself 

and others. In what ways has it impacted on the way you see yourself and the other person?  
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PART 6: INTUITIVE RELATIONSHIP 
 
Mind-work: Practical Self-inquiry for Improved Personal- and  
Work-life Relationships 

NOTTINGHAM ADVANTAGE AWARD 
 XN1047C 

 

Instructions 

Complete each of the following three parts. There is no word limit but please provide answers of at least 250-

words for sections 2 and 3. 

 

Writing Style 

Your grammar and language will not be assessed, nor will your academic style. Reflective writing should show 

evidence of introspection, reflection on and evaluation of your experiences in Part 6 of this course. You are free 

to write in a style that you are comfortable with. You may also exceed the word limit if you wish to. Please refer 

to the video tutorial in the Welcome to this Course online materials to refresh your memory of how to write 

reflectively. 

 

Submission Guidance 

✓ You have the option to either word-process or handwrite your reflective writing. 

✓ Entitle your document like the following example: Part 6 RWT Yang Li 514455 

✓ Use the font style Calibri and the font size 11.  

✓ You must submit your reflective writing as a PDF document via Moodle. 

 

Deadline 

Part 6 Reflective Writing Task should be submitted on Friday 5 January by 8pm. 

 

Student Name  

Student ID Number  

Email Address  
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Section 1 

Keep a record below of how many times you practiced mind-work for Part 6 of the course.  

PLEASE NOTE: The mindfulness-breath awareness meditations are preliminary meditations, and you 

have the option to attend the drop-in sessions or meditation independently using the audios (tick 

accordingly below). As for the self-inquiry meditations, you only need to practice two self-inquiry 

meditations (once each) and these are only available as audios for independent use. 

Part 6 Meditation Record 

 

Mindfulness 
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Mindfulness 
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Date    Date    Date  
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Date    Date      

Date    Date      

Date    Date      

Date    Date      

 

Give details on any challenges you faced with the mind-work practice for Part 6, and give of details of 

how you did/could overcome them: 
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Section 2 

The first self-inquiry meditation task (task A) was about developing a sense of security in ourselves. Give 

details on what you discovered or realised during and after the task about yourself and others. In what 

ways has it impacted on the way you see yourself and the other person? 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Section 3 

The second self-inquiry meditation task (task B) was about developing a sense of security in others. Give 

details on what you discovered or realised during and after the task about yourself and others. In what 

ways has it impacted on the way you see yourself and the other person?  
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PART 7: UNIVERSAL RELATIONSHIPS 
 
Mind-work: Practical Self-inquiry for Improved Personal- and  
Work-life Relationships 

NOTTINGHAM ADVANTAGE AWARD 
 XN1047C 

 

Instructions 

Complete each of the following three parts. There is no word limit but please provide answers of at least 250-

words for sections 2 and 3. 

 

Writing Style 

Your grammar and language will not be assessed, nor will your academic style. Reflective writing should show 

evidence of introspection, reflection on and evaluation of your experiences in Part 7 of this course. You are free 

to write in a style that you are comfortable with. You may also exceed the word limit if you wish to. Please refer 

to the video tutorial in the Welcome to this Course online materials to refresh your memory of how to write 

reflectively. 

 

Submission Guidance 

✓ You have the option to either word-process or handwrite your reflective writing. 

✓ Entitle your document like the following example: Part 7 RWT Yang Li 514455 

✓ Use the font style Calibri and the font size 11.  

✓ You must submit your reflective writing as a PDF document via Moodle. 

 

Deadline 

Part 7 Reflective Writing Task should be submitted on Friday 12 January by 8pm. 

 

Student Name  

Student ID Number  

Email Address  
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Section 1 

Keep a record below of how many times you practiced mind-work for Part 7 of the course.  

PLEASE NOTE: The mindfulness-breath awareness meditations are preliminary meditations, and you 

have the option to attend the drop-in sessions or meditation independently using the audios (tick 

accordingly below). As for the self-inquiry meditations, you only need to practice two self-inquiry 

meditations (once each) and these are only available as audios for independent use. 

Part 7 Meditation Record 
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Date    Date      

 

Give details on any challenges you faced with the mind-work practice for Part 7, and give of details of 

how you did/could overcome them: 
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Section 2 

The first self-inquiry meditation task (task A) was about practising grateful, kindness & compassion 

towards ourselves & others. Give details on what you discovered or realised during and after the task 

about yourself and others. In what ways has it impacted on the way you see yourself and the other person? 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Section 3 

The second self-inquiry meditation task (task B) was about being aware of connectedness & being of 

service. Give details on what you discovered or realised during and after the task about yourself and others. 

In what ways has it impacted on the way you see yourself and the other person?  
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Section 3 
 

Reflect upon the content of this course and complete the table, making a detailed list of the most 

significant things you’ve learnt from each part:  

 

 Give details of the most significant things 
learnt 

On a scale of 1-10 (1 is high, 10 is low), 
how significant are they for you in your 
daily life? Give reasons for your answer. 

Part 1  

 

 

Part 2  

 

 

Part 3  

 

 

Part 4  

 

 

Part 5  

 

 

Part 6  

 

 

Part 7  

 

 

 

Moving forward, how will you continue to live out your relationships with yourself and with others in 

your daily life by keeping these significant things in mind and in practice? 
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Section 4  
 

This course draws upon mind-work (meditation) techniques and practices in order to address two important 

areas for personal and professional development: interpersonal intelligence/skills and intrapersonal 

intelligence/skills. The basic premise of this course is that without developing your intrapersonal 

intelligence/skills, you cannot fully develop your interpersonal intelligence/skills. That is, intrapersonal 

development is fundamental and foundational to interpersonal development. After having completed the 

course, would you agree/disagree with this underlined statement and, based on your personal 

experience, why do you agree/disagree? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In the Welcome Meeting, you were asked to make a note of why you decided to enroll on this course 

and what your expectations for this course are. To what extent do you feel that your expectations 

were met from the following seven parts of the course’s content? 
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Section 5 
 

Mind-work can be very challenging. Give some details about your experiences completing the audio 

tasks for each part of this course by addressing the following questions: 

• Which elements of the mind-work tasks were the most challenging? 

• Which elements of the mind-work tasks were the least challenging? 

• What do you now understand about mind-work that you didn’t understand before? 

• What will you “take away” from the mind-work tasks to help you in the future when it 

comes to developing your intrapersonal and interpersonal skills and improving your 

personal- and work-life relationships? 
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Section 6 
 

Write your final 250-350-word Reflective Writing Task on the entire course in the textbox below: You must 

address all of the following points: 

• Your relationship with yourself now compared with your relationship with yourself before. 

• Your relationship with others now compared with your relationship with others before. 

• How you see the nature of the mind now compared to how you saw the nature of the mind before. 

• How you now feel about dealing with relationships with yourself and with others in the future. 
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Section 7 
 

Your feedback is extremely valuable. It is important for this course to benefit students in the fullest 

way possible. Please give honest and thoughtful feedback to the course convener on the course content 

by completing the feedback questions below. You will not be penalised for any feedback you provide: 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

THIS IS THE END OF THE END OF COURSE REFLECTIVE PORTFOLIO 

YOU CAN NOW ARRANGE TO COMPLETE THE END OF COURSE INTERVIEW  

 

 

 Questions Strongly 
Agree 

Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly 
Disagree 

1 The course aims & objectives of the course were 
made clear to me. 

     

2 The teaching methods used in the 
course help me to learn. 

     

3 The method of assessment allows me to 
demonstrate what I have learned on the 
course. 

     

4 The format of this course (75% online, 
25% face-to-face) is well 
suited to my style of learning. 

     

5 The different parts of this course 
are well structured. 

     

6 The different parts of this course 
are engaging and interesting. 

     

7 This course has raised my awareness of some 
of the ways that mind-work can improve my 
relationships with myself and with others. 

     

9 This course has improved my ability to 
reflect upon and contemplate on my 
relationship 
with myself and with others. 

     

10 I would recommend this course to 
other students. 

     

11 Overall, the contents of this course have 
benefitted me. 

     

12 Please use the space opposite for any 
constructive feedback comments about this 
course. 
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Appendix 8 

Student sample of the end of course structured interview transcription from course cycle 3.  

 

Interview Question 1:  

Moving forward, how will you continue to live out your relationships with yourself and with others in your 

daily life by keeping in mind and in practice what you learnt on this course? If you can, give as much detail as 

possible.  

 

First, I think the most effective way to remind myself anywhere and to keep the things about deeply in my mind, 

to continue practice of mind work is very helpful. I think it’s the easiest way to practice mind work and how to 

improve the efficiency of it.  

 

Interview Question 2: 

Based on your direct experiences of working through this course’s content, to what extent do you agree with the 

statement “intrapersonal development is fundamental and foundational to interpersonal development”? 

 

I agree with this statement. First of all, I think interpersonal relationship are complicated but changeable. 

There are rules to follow and however grasping these rules can help us improve the forecast. Ability to control 

and change relationships, the development and change process of interpersonal relationships for me can be 

divided into formation, development, stability, and separation. I think there are four stages. The formation of 

interpersonal relationships in the formation stage through attention, identification and a capability in three 

forms. Thinking in the interest and focus of an object, it is the beginning of the relationship, noticed that it is 

usually in a particular field, in the first few seconds or minutes of the first meeting. It is a signal, a word or 

something. Pay attention to people according to their needs, that means people have their needs and you should 

pay attention to what they want, the choice of interest and in the venue of the object of the communication. They 

decide whether to associate with each other, such as-- Psychology said “the first four minutes of contact 

between strangers are crucial” I think-- and I totally agree with this idea and identity through precipitation, the 

appearance, the imagination cognition activities such as thinking and memory. Accept and into-- know nice the 

behaviour and the performance of the target, then they first focus on one or the other. When the body of a group 

attracted to it or I always want to get close to them, and to be more concerned about the information around 

him such as his personality at her background of the family and her interest. To be more concerned about this 

information, I can pass the information to my brain and delivery increased the understanding and the 

reorganization. Capability refers to the capability of information such as emotions, this very important in the 

forms of love, kindness, compassion, enthusiasm and so on, it is coming out, anything that drives people closer 

is important. Cooperation, emotional connection, it is called associative emotion. The stronger the bond, the 

more compatible with each other, the more you are attracted to each other, when you are capturing each 

other’s information at the same time. When he received the initial property, I think at the same time, I admire 

you yearning and a closer, it is actually your spirits looking for each other that means however you did, the 

most important thing to it is interpersonal development, yes. So all in all, I think intrapersonal development is 

fundamental and the foundation to Interpersonal development.  
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Interview Question 3:  

Which direct practical experiences of mind-work have positively impacted upon you? Which have negatively 

impacted upon you? Give as much detail as possible. 

 

 

I think we have did it right now in our final submission. So first I will talk about the positive, I think the most 

impressive part is growing relationship, growing relationship had a positive impact on me. Exploring the 

choices we make involves exploring the source and the feelings of both free to choose and unfree to choose and 

how to affect our relationship with ourselves and other people. Be grateful to those who have hurt us, for who-- 

under your heart, be grateful to those who have thrown you down and pull you down, for he has strengthened 

your legs, grateful to those who is deceive you, for he has increased your wisdom, be grateful to those who 

despise you, for he awakens your pride, and this is grateful to those who abandoned you. I think people hurt you, 

we can’t just think about it at this adamant age of this part. People hurt you and you grow, I think it's a 

wonderful thing and everybody will take this experience during his growing relationship. Growing up is a lot of 

real events happening around us and then we will have a sense of what happens when these things happen, you 

will grow, and take your time and make sure that every real event happens in your real life. And you know, what 

happens and know how to prevent similar events from happening next time, it takes time to learn. You don't 

have to worry about anything around you, sometime people grow up, even spend a lifetime learning, yes. At 

present, we can only know to observe and think about it to abilities can, also improve the number of your 

growth. Communicating relationships also impressed me, when we do have problems or conflicts, we need to 

find a suitable time to bring it up and talk about it. The timing of course depends on different personalities, for 

example we should have waited to interview or wait for him to come down before we talk or we can send 

information to other peoples and next time matters-- anyway with my nature, we need to speak out you know 

calm the harm as quickly as possible, under this contradiction is on both sides of the net, we need to apologize 

and admit their mistakes and then express our thoughts. But bear in mind that tongue not too eager and careless. 

Okay now I will talk about the negative one, I remember in part five they told me that it is contrary to many 

people's belief about coming communication. Person believes that not always telling the truth is not an element 

of good communication, and I totally agree with her. I also believe that telling the lie can sometimes give 

benefits to both sides, and it is easier to communicate with others using nice, in such a specific condition. While 

one person always telling the truth, is not right it's I think which can benefit even, for example if someone 

unfamiliar asks the detail question about my friends, it is bad her to speak lie to them to keep her distance and 

maintains her vagueness, telling the lie is not always the bad thing. We can think about the advantage of one 

telling the lie in specific conditions, and loyalty is important for everyone but to choose in this society is a 

precious thing which can lead you to be closer to everybody and there are a saying like White Knight, this is 

how it-- and comes from. And another easy example, if your girlfriends asks you “I’m I beautiful today?”  And 

she spends a lot of time dressing her up, I think whatever you think, whether she's beautiful or not, the best 

answer of this is “yes you are beautiful today” This is one lie, it can make the distance of both sides closer and 

make her happy and nothing disadvantage to you. It's a best way to keep the relationship between her and you.  

 

Interview Question 4:  
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Moving forward, how do you feel about dealing with relationships with yourself and with others in the future? 

Give as much detail as possible. 

 

I think romantic relationship is important in everyone's daily life especially university, and I will tell you a short 

story about a girl called Jade and it happened in last semester. And the situation is that me and Jade are fellow 

townsmen and we know each other this semester, and she said to her friends that she likes me, and I also can 

feel her love but after I show my love, she refused me with a reason, yes she doesn’t want to fall in love and I 

guess why, and I am a man. I understand her choice and he's okay I think we can still be friends like before, 

however she starts to-- indifference to me which makes me very upset and a little bit angry. And I did analyze on 

the bottom. First, I agree with Jade, because she is always shy and away from me when she met me. I want Jade 

to stop eluding me and the third, Jade should not always elude me and turn a blind eye on me. And the fourth is 

I need Jade to be closer to me as before. And five, Jade is timid, no emotion, no cautions and childish and six, I 

don't ever want the Jade to meet me with awkward and ignore my existence. Yes, and this is true, we both fail 

with our communication, I prepared to say hello but she immediately went away. I still don't understand our 

relationship, why it goes the way like this and I try a lot of ways to know it but without any consequence. Now I 

clear my mind and I play the same role as she played before, I don't want you fall in love again, I don't to know 

and I am hurt or I am scared to be in love, this is the trouble during this lecture, however Jade is now will start 

a new life with someone who loves her and I have my new life in my girlfriend after so long. And look back to 

what happened between her and me, I think I learned a lot on how to handle this relationship with someone who 

you love and how to deal with their trouble in the daily life. Negative examples, Jade may have just wanted to be 

over close to me or-- and I saw my recent friend to me, but not next to lovers. The feeling of the love is just what 

I get, so build for any difference between like getting together are the most important reason to how long this 

couple can maintain their love. And I did some research on internet about romantic relationship, in romantic 

relationship, as with so much S, it is the little things that count just as a misspoken words and odd look can 

throw a couple into a week now filled, small and seemingly insignificant gesture can help keep a relationship on 

track, a little gift, an offhand complement, a moment of physical contact can mostly strength the relationship.  

 

Interview Question 5:  

Select one of the previously completed self-inquiry meditation tasks that impacted on your 

intrapersonal/interpersonal development significantly. Explain what it was about, what you discovered and how 

it impacted on you/your relationship with yourself/others. Give as much detail as possible. 

 

My relationship with others changes more in my daily life. At first, I didn’t know the way to communicate with 

other people and how to take initiative to influence the people you in a positive way like now. I will now be more 

generous and find a smart way to make the distance to others closer and make them feel comfortable around me. 

When dealing with relationships with others I think the best way is to have loyalty and being respectful, respect 

others also respect yourselves. Just love and love. Both ways. And by the way, you can easily get the benefits of 

being in the other’s shoes, taking into account the feelings of others and being considerate to others and so on, 

before you do something whether you have thanked the world love and respect can be embarrassing and 

uncomfortable. If you do something wrong, make up for it, think about it a little bit and that's pretty much the 

way I want to deal with relationships now. Because in this course it includes seven parts of the relationship, and 
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in the audio tasks, there are many self-inquiry tasks, it make me understand the more impactful, significant 

things in the relationship and how can I improve relationships through this self-inquiry. I can't promise how 

better I can do in the relationships in the future, but I believe if there is something wrong and some problems, 

happens between myself, between me and others or happens in myself, I know how can I do to improve in some 

content, how can I improve in those sections? I know some basic things of those intrapersonal or interpersonal 

relationship, and I am interested to know it in the future, I can read more books or read more audio and do the 

practice by myself in the future. And this course is just like a guide is, it has opened the door of the mind-work 

for me and the most interesting or more deep things, you need me to know it, I can find it by myself through 

many mediums in the future.  

 

Interview Question 6: 

Can you think of someone you would recommend this course to? If yes, why did this person come into your 

mind? How do you think they could benefit from it? 

 

I want to recommend my friend Jake to apply for course because he has trouble with his girlfriend and this is 

question I told in part four just now. I really think he needs to know more about romantic relationships and also 

communicative relationships. This can help him know how to communicate with her girlfriend, and how to keep 

balance with romantic relationships and not to destroy this relationship. And, that is all, thank you. 
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