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INTRODUCTION
Expanding the Roles of Higher Education and 
Contemplative Pedagogies for Wisdom and 

Innovation

Jing Lin and Rebecca Oxford

Higher education needs higher and larger goals. It should see itself not 
only as a venue for knowledge production and transfer, but also as a means 
for building greater human beings who embody multiple forms of wisdom. 
Individuals and groups fostered by more innovative and more creative 
higher education are ready to transform society holistically and from the 
inside out, and they wholeheartedly accept that responsibility. This book 
explores some key aspects of the new goals of higher education.

First, students, faculty members, and administrators are positioned to 
function in a greater framework, paying attention to their own inner and 
outer selves, people around them, society in general, nature, and the uni-
verse. These relationships are inextricably linked and looped, i.e., mutu-
ally infl uential. Because of human mutuality, higher education should treat 
individuals and groups not as separate entities but instead as organically 
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joined and interdependent. Paradigms for interconnections and mutuality 
must be explored and embraced.

Second, it is not enough to rely solely on a rational, scientifi c, individu-
alistic, and materialistic framework for higher education. Humans are not 
only intellectual beings, but we are all (at least potentially) emotional, 
moral, social, and spiritual beings. If higher education does not encourage 
and foster this second group of elements along with materialistic, scientifi c 
intellect, we will produce merely technicians, who lack the deep ethical 
grounding to make appropriate decisions that affect those around them 
and ultimately the world. Paradigms for all these aspects of humanity—ra-
tional and emotional, scientifi c and moral, individualistic and social, and 
materialistic and spiritual—must be explored for more meaningful forms 
of higher education.

Third, students, faculty, and administrators in higher education need to 
acquire a more profound understanding of the multiple layers of our being 
and the inherent interconnections of those layers. People not only function 
at ego-based levels but also at more subconscious, unconscious and unself-
conscious levels. Higher education today needs to place signifi cantly more 
emphasis on opening up the unexplored domains of our being. It must also 
tap into the wisdom in all of us and help students reach the deeply rooted, 
underlying principles of the universe. These principles involve integrity, in-
terconnection, peace, cooperation and mutuality. Underlying and infusing 
these principles is energy, which is the basis of all existence. Meditation and 
many other contemplative practices help students, faculty, and administra-
tors open up their energy, thereby experiencing life and the universe more 
fully and holistically. In largely ignoring these aspects, higher education has 
often contributed to stunting further human growth, creativity, and true 
innovation.

Contemplative practices hold great potential for all aspects of human 
life. Health, wellness, psychological balance, compassion, moral develop-
ment, and service are all connected with contemplative practices. Such 
practices hold the promise of helping us reduce our egocentric behaviors 
and seek—and accept—an expanded awareness that serves the world more 
effectively. Contemplative practices reduce stress and enable the students, 
faculty, and administrators to fl ow with the energy and rhythm of life. They 
help us to feel for others and have a sense of the interconnection of people 
and all forces. Hence, paying attention to our bodies and living and em-
bodying what we learn is fundamental for more profound learning and 
being that go beyond the current functions of higher education.

Contemplative practices can be incorporated into all disciplines in high-
er education, e.g., education, psychology, philosophy, sociology, religion, 
women’s studies, languages, communication, media studies, journalism, 
cultural studies, geology, geography, biology, chemistry, neuroscience, med-
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icine, law, and information sciences. These practices can also be integrated 
into educational activities on campus, such as service learning, which will 
be made much more refl ective and holistic through the incorporation of 
meditations and other body pedagogies. Yoga can bring alignment and re-
laxation to the much-stressed bodies and minds of students, faculty mem-
bers, and administrators in higher education.

Contemplative practices are deeply valuable, and they must be accom-
panied by a strong relationship with Mother Nature. Higher education 
students, faculty members, and administrators have the need—often un-
acknowledged—to participate in and support nature in every way possible. 
We cannot afford to lose our understanding of nature’s vast beauty and the 
human-made tragedy now occurring in nature. Both of these aspects, the 
beauty and the tragedy, are found outside the university door. Instead of 
merely holing up in dorms and apartments with videogames, social media, 
and books, students need to rediscover, enjoy, and care about nature. Na-
ture also provides emotional and spiritual sustenance for faculty members 
and administrators. Loss of contact with nature can lead to loss of empa-
thy and makes our thinking about spirituality and the universe increasingly 
shallow.

All in all, we are moving into a new era of cultivating whole beings and 
wisdom. This era requires recognition of new goals and roles of higher edu-
cation, along with methods for cultivating authentic, embodied learning. 
What we aim for and hope to generate is a creative, innovative momentum 
for re-envisioning higher education for new human beings, new realities, 
and a new, more peaceful, and more sustainable future.

The following is a synopsis of the chapters in the book.
Part I contains four chapters that propose new paradigms for higher 

education. Chapter 1 by Heesoon Bai, Avraham Cohen and Charles Scott 
proposes an expanded framework of learning in higher education, ranging 
from outer self to inner self, from self to others, and from human being to 
the Earth. This is an interconnected web.

Jing Lin’s article (Chapter 2) identifi es three levels of learning on which 
universities should focus in order to foster wisdom: the awareness level, 
the energy level and the virtue level. She postulates that higher education 
should aim at cultivating in students an expanded awareness and wisdom, 
and this requires contemplative practices to lift the energy of students, fac-
ulty, and administrators, and enhance their ethical mind and habits.

Tom Culham’s chapter (Chapter 3) integrates philosophy, psychology, 
neuroscience, and Daoist thinking and argues powerfully that reason or 
ethical decision making must be embodied, and in fact, are connected to 
virtues in deep level of our unconscious mind. Culham contends that edu-
cators should formally address the body, the emotions and the unconscious 



xiv • JING LIN & REBECCA OXFORD

mind through inner work in their pedagogies. This enables the decision 
making to occur in an ethical and integrated manner.

Yi William Wei and Michael Wei (Chapter 4) highlight the importance 
of civic virtues and call for the development of moral intelligence, which 
involves learning how to make a decision and acting on it, and how to be-
come a responsible citizen to serve society. The co-authors suggest several 
practical approaches to address these issues, drawing on reports of previous 
virtue studies, the use of information technology and social networks in 
education, and research results in neuroscience and mind/body medita-
tion practice.

Part II contains four chapters and concerns new pedagogies that address 
holistic education, in which teaching and learning go beyond purely aca-
demic matters and touch on meaning, purpose, social justice and wellness.

Chapter 5 by Robert London talks about three types of worlds: the world 
of Function, the world of Spirit, and the world of Being or Soul. The world 
of Function is widely understood in higher education, but the other two 
worlds call for attention. London discusses a program in which he used 
contemplative practices to help students to be sensitive to and to nurture 
the world of the Spirit and the world of Being when refl ecting on the mis-
sion of education. This process brings a more clear and confi dent under-
standing in teachers and students about the purpose of education.

Edward Brantmeier, in Chapter 6, discusses the pedagogy of vulnerabil-
ity—“open yourself, contextualize that self in societal constructs and sys-
tems, co-learn, admit you do not know, and be human” (p. 96). Brantmeier 
discusses the opportunities and new learning environment that occur when 
instructors relinquish part of their power and reveal their inner beings. 
Such a process stimulates dialogue about social justice and creates deeper 
learning. The author also cautions us about the remaining potential for 
power imbalances between students and teachers.

Laura Finley (Chapter 7) talks about domestic and dating violence on 
campus. Compared with current programs on campus and in criminology, 
sociology and gender studies, she recommends a more holistic, active, and 
integrative way of explaining and dealing with such violence. Using Barry 
University as an illustration, Finley recommends critical peace education 
and calls for campuses to integrate traditional content as well as emotional 
aspects, such as survivors’ stories, art activities, multimedia, and wellness 
events.

Chapter 8 by Alice Yeager and Sharon Howle inform us of the new trend 
in higher education that focuses on the wellness of the students and faculty. 
They discuss insightful, integrative peacebuilding and wellness-based prac-
tices to “heal the student within.” Wellness practices can foster self-develop-
ment, self-healing and connection. They offer information and resources 
on various kinds of wellness programs in higher education and other set-
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tings integrating mindfulness and wellness training for stress reduction, 
healing and students’ holistic growth.

Carol Smith and Jenny Ritchie (Chapter 9) examine how an early child-
hood teacher education program in New Zealand incorporated Indig-
enous/Maori ways of knowing, being and doing. The co-authors helped 
students with the processes of reclamation, restoration and rejuvenation of 
embodied paths to wisdom and social transformation. The chapter stresses 
that spiritual wellbeing is central and integral to overall wellbeing, and this 
is true at the collective as well as the individual level.

Part III has four chapters that focus on yoga and meditation as power-
ful mechanisms to address the holistic development of students. These ap-
proaches also foster compassion and balance. Implications could be drawn 
from all of these chapters for administrators and faculty members, not just 
for students.

Ramdas Lamb (Chapter 10) gives a detailed and comprehensive discus-
sion of the principles of yoga, examining the spread of yoga in the West, 
and ways yoga has been modifi ed or diminished to face the reality or chal-
lenge in the U. S. context and the higher education system. He recom-
mends thoughtful ways for universities to integrate yoga into students’ 
learning for greater mind-body awareness and for students to become the 
force for a more peaceful and harmonious world.

Oren Ergas in Chapter 11 uses the practice of yogic posture to discuss 
a “body-oriented pedagogy” that will integrate academia and life, intellect 
and heart, body and mind, and knowledge and self, and to be in alignment 
with “truthfulness.” Higher education should help social transformation by 
helping students to turn their gaze inwards, Ergas proposes.

Fran Grace (Chapter 12) details how she integrates meditation into her 
classroom at the University of Redlands. She details the use of a meditation 
method called tongle which aims at cultivating compassion. This endeavor 
transforms compassion from being merely a theory into an authentic prac-
tice for students. The exercise helped students from “transforming others 
and the world” to transforming themselves fi rst. Students’ voices are clearly 
heard in this chapter.

In Chapter 13 Geri DeLuca deals with the idea of ego and enlighten-
ment: “To know the self is to forget the self. To forget the self is to become 
enlightened.” She talks about letting go and discusses the importance of 
being freed from the constricting bond of a self-image. In this process, hu-
mans become more open to feel and express compassion, patience, integ-
rity and intrinsic joy. DeLuca discusses her work using contemplative prac-
tices such as yoga, meditation, nonjudgmental listening and journal writing 
for students to gain a deeper understanding of themselves and the world.
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Part IV contains three chapters that discuss the development of ecologi-
cal wisdom and connectivity in higher education. These are a necessary 
accompaniment for contemplative practices.

Chapter 14 by Debbie Sturm, Anne Metz, and Rebecca Oxford discusses 
the new generation’s loss of contact with Mother Nature and their lack of 
empathy for her. These co-authors call for the recovering of the students’ 
natural bond with nature from the perspective of psychology, and they of-
fer examples of creating deep connections with nature and all lives in the 
higher education curriculum.

In Chapter 15, Jill Schneiderman helps readers see the Earth as both a 
spiritual and a scientifi c entity. In her geoscience class she shows students 
that the Earth is a live system that has spiritually evolved and has many di-
mensions. Contemplative practices have a role to play. In her words, “tools 
of scientifi c investigation such as microscopes and telescopes combined 
with contemplative practices will be the ‘instruments of intimacy’” (p. 253). 
Diagrams and fi gures illustrate an embodied approach to the history of the 
Earth.

Sachi Edwards (Chapter 16) relays her experience of learning hula, a 
Hawaii dance, to cultivate respect for nature and to learn to work collec-
tively. She illustrates hula as a way to transmit the history of the Hawai’ian 
people, how hula teaches dancers to respect and embody nature, and the 
sense of community cultivated in the process of learning to dance the hula. 
In higher education, an embodied practice such as hula can help students 
integrate body, mind and spirit.

Part V has three chapters that discuss connecting spiritual, contempla-
tive practices with service learning and incorporating them into higher 
education. This part of the book therefore links the highly practical with 
the spiritual.

Ai Zhang (Chapter 17) talks about the incorporation of mind-body 
awareness with a service learning pedagogy and propose a curriculum keep-
ing this in mind. She uses her own teaching experience and her practice in 
yoga and qigong meditation to postulate a new curriculum that integrate 
spiritual development with service learning.

Jared Featherstone (Chapter 18) describes four trips he led in a univer-
sity. He describes the locations and the project, and thoughtfully explains 
how he introduces mindfulness meditation, how students experience de-
familiarization and how the embodied learning help students bridges the 
gaps between inner and outer worlds. The integration of meditation with 
service learning takes students’ knowledge to deeper levels. He uses stu-
dents’ voices to reveal what they have learned.

In Chapter 19, Cara Meixner focuses on educators’ cultivation of mind-
body wisdom in a way that empowers, enlightens and transforms their con-
ceptions of education. Educators’ vulnerability and frustration arise in a 
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service learning project. Educators were found to have experienced these 
intersecting dimensions: bearing witness, navigating, reconciling expecta-
tions, resolving and reorienting and locating self in humanity.

Chapter 20 by Claudia Eppert beautifully concludes the book. Follow-
ing philosopher and educational theorist Maxine Greene, this chapter asks 
what it means to be “wide-awake.” It asks this question in the context of 
the increasing prominence in North America of contemplative educational 
studies and the philosophy of mindfulness that informs many of these stud-
ies. Claudia illustrates  how a foundational higher education humanities 
and arts engagement with contemplative practices in all academic fi elds 
can enrich the awareness of practitioners, and also educators working in 
schools, colleges, universities, and other sites of learning. This awareness, 
in turn, has the potential to unsettle certain assumptions and approaches 
with regard to current instrumental educational trends and invites the en-
visioning of new possibilities. Within this context, the chapter additionally 
addresses us to rethink dominant North American social currencies and 
education initiatives oriented toward social and ecological justice and trans-
formation.





PART I
 CONNECTIVITY, VIRTUES, AND MORALITY: NEW 

PARADIGMS IN HIGHER EDUCATION
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CHAPTER 1

RE-VISIONING HIGHER 
EDUCATION

The Three-Fold Relationality Framework

Heesoon Bai, Avraham Cohen, and Charles Scott

PREAMBLE

Rightly, many of us who teach in institutions of higher education are dis-
satisfi ed, if not disillusioned, about our effi cacy as educational leaders in 
moving humanity towards a more just, compassionate, and peaceful world. 
Pessimism abounds: “All things considered, it is possible that we are becom-
ing more ignorant of the things we must know to live well and sustainably 
on the earth” (Orr, 1994, p. 11). In fact, states David Orr (1994), “[h]igher 
education has largely been shaped by the drive to extend human domi-
nation to its fullest. In this mission, human intelligence may have taken 
the wrong road” (p. 9). Before him, E. F. Schumacher too expressed deep 
skepticism concerning education: “If Western civilization is in a state of per-
manent crisis, it is not far-fetched to suggest that there may be something 
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wrong with its education” (1973/1999, p. 59). But, apparently, it is not 
just Western civilization that took a wrong road. William Irwin Thompson 
(1996/1998), commenting on the “wrong road” that the ancient Chinese 
civilization took, states: “Over two thousand years ago, humanity chose the 
militarist and hierarchical path at the fork in the road. Now here we are 
again, and I, of course, hope that the road not taken 2,000 years ago will 
be the road we take this time for this axial shift of the year 2000” (p. 262). 
Today, 13 years later, it seems that we still are, by all accounts, on the same 
wrong road—a road leading to the planetary destruction and despair.

In this chapter, we the three authors take a hard look at higher edu-
cation, and propose an analytic framework of the three-fold relationality 
by which we both account for the failure of higher education and point 
towards its redress. Our framework posits three-fold human relationality.

WHAT IS EDUCATION GOOD FOR?

There are three fundamental dimensions of relationality within which hu-
man beings exist and make life: (A) self-to-self, (B) self-to-human other, and 
(C) self-to-Nature (Bai, et al., 2009). Today, as the 21st century deepens, there 
is every sense that each of these interlinked dimensions is in jeopardy. Let 
us take stock.

The self-to-self relationship (A) is about how one sees, understands, and 
feels about one’s self. This is the domain of self-knowledge. How fully does 
one know about oneself in all its dimensions of being: mind, body, heart, 
soul, and spirit? And how fulfi lled does one perceive and feel about one’s 
self? Also, most importantly, does one see oneself as growing and becom-
ing increasingly integrated, whole, full, and fulfi lled? When the self-to-self 

FIGURE 1. Threefold relationality.
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relationship is in disconnect and troubled, we experience mental health 
issues. Depression, addiction, anxiety, eating disorders, suicide attempts, 
not to mention all the garden varieties of unhappiness and loneliness, af-
fl ict millions of people, young and old, around the world (Alexander, 2008; 
Romano et al., 2001).

The self-to-human other relationships (B) constitute our social envi-
ronment wherein we experience intersubjective connection and dialogue. 
The ability and propensity to approach and experience human beings as 
having their own subjectivity and enter into dialogue and collaborative 
meaning-making defi nes this self-to-human other relationality. When the 
self-to-human other relationship becomes compromised and jeopardized, as 
in all forms of domination, exploitation, and violence, the consequences 
are alienation, abuse, hostility, and general lack of peace, harmony, and 
cooperation between individuals, tribes, ethnic groups, institutions, and na-
tions (Jung, 1970). As we watch the daily news of more slayings, shootings, 
bombings, massacres, in homes, schools, airports, public squares, and not 
to mention war-torn areas of the world, we are painfully aware of the extent 
of self-other relationship ruptures and damages.

The self-to-Nature relationality (C) is about humans’ perception and 
treatment of Nature or Earth. Is Nature an order of mindless matter, as in 
Descartes’ understanding (Bai, 2009)? When the self does not see Nature/
Earth as worthy of humans’ intrinsic valuing (Bai, 2001a,b; 2003a,b; 2004), 
possibilities of exploitation and violence open up. To value something in-
trinsically is to recognize and validate the worth of the other for its own 
sake, independent of its usefulness to humans. Beings of Nature may be 
useful to human beings, but this usefulness is the secondary consideration, 
and the priority goes to the inviolable sanctity of beings of Nature. The re-
sults of lack of intrinsic valuation with respect to Nature/Earth are untold 
suffering endured by a countless number of earth beings and a growing 
scale of environmental destruction that threatens the very viability of our 
planetary biosphere (Brown, 2006; Hartmann, 1998, 1999, 2004; Offi cer & 
Page, 1993). Many environmental and ecological theorists have been saying 
that, while we will need to continue to repair the damage and fi nd practical 
solutions to pressing problems, fundamentally the environmental problem 
is our manner of being on this planet and the nature of our relationship to 
the earth community (Lovelock, 2009; Macy, 1991; Orr, 1994).

In the face of a wounded and suffering world in its three-fold relational-
ity, what are the responsibilities of higher education? The authors of this 
chapter take the stand that any institutions of higher education must make 
it their primary responsibility to resist the destruction, repair the damages, 
and heal the affl ictions in all three interlocking dimensions of being. What 
is education for, if it does not address the sustainability and fl ourishing, let 
alone survival, of humanity in its relationship to the world? Humanity has 
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always depended upon the function of education to both transmit exist-
ing societal knowledge, norms, and values and, simultaneously, to provide 
impetus and resources to innovate and transform these norms and values 
to meet the new challenges and demands (Bai & Romanycia, 2012). Higher 
education just means that these two functions of education are to be per-
formed at a higher level of seriousness, commitment, and competency.

Schumacher (1973/1999) observes:

At present, there can be little doubt that the whole of mankind is in mortal 
danger, not because we are short of scientifi c and technological know-how, 
but because we tend to use it destructively, without wisdom. More education 
can help us only if it produces more wisdom. (p. 61)

Wisdom is more than knowledge. One can know a lot of things without be-
ing wise. Wisdom signifi es the end results of being able to live a life that is 
ethical, fulfi lling, and mutually supportive of all earth beings. In speaking 
of philosophy whose root meaning is ‘love of wisdom,’ the late Raimundo 
Panikkar (1992) states that the task of philosophy is “to know, to love, and 
to heal—all in one” (p. 237). Wisdom, then, is the integration of knowing, 
loving, and healing. In the face of today’s mounting concerns about the 
viability of human presence on this blue planet, higher education needs 
to shift its raison d’etre from pursuit of knowledge to pursuit of wisdom. 
Indeed, what is the point of education at all, either higher or lower, if it 
does not address suffering and destruction in the world through showing 
human beings how to live in peace and harmony with the world, and to cul-
tivate courage and compassion in the face of suffering? Regrettably, it is our 
assessment that the current practice of higher education falls short of our 
rightful expectations. How can it, when its teaching and research pursuits 
are not grounded in the abovementioned three dimensions of relationality 
that make up the fundamental existential reality of human beings? Let us 
now look at the details.

INNERWORK AND KNOW THYSELF

Do institutions of higher education make the self-to-self dimension of re-
lationality (from here on, SSDR) a serious point of pedagogical concern 
and research interest? Does it fi gure in higher education as an important 
and prominent educational objective? For the three authors of this chapter, 
each having spent a decade studying in undergraduate and graduate de-
gree programs in philosophy, psychology, humanities, and human sciences, 
and now teaching at universities as faculty members, our observational re-
sponse to these questions is, unfortunately, no. Although there are a few 
faculty members, like ourselves, especially in the fi eld of Education, who 
are making attempts to make the SSDR an important part of the learning 
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process and objective, this in general goes against the grain of the modern-
ist conception of knowledge pursuit (Usher & Edwards, 1994) to which 
universities in North America and most of the world subscribe.

Knowledge in the modernist conception is most intimately connected 
to the paradigm of modern sciences whose inception lies in the scientifi c 
revolution of the 17th century Europe and the rise of empirical sciences 
(Borgmann, 1993; Latour, 1993). Within this paradigm, there is knowledge 
hierarchy in that the top rank is secured by objective knowledge of empiri-
cal sciences that is factual, measurable, and replicable, and at the bottom is 
subjective knowledge that comes from or deals with human values, desires, 
intuition, body, feelings, and tastes. In this scheme, subjective knowledge 
does not count much when it stands against the objective knowledge that 
is supposed to be value-neural. This hierarchy, ironically, is itself very much 
value-laden, therefore not ‘objective’ in the modernist sense. That is to say, 
as it is usually opined in academic arenas, that studying value-neutral, eth-
ics-blind (to coin a term here) subject matters, such as mathematics and 
‘hard-core’ sciences (physics, chemistry), is more valuable and deserves 
more funding than studying arts, literature, and other humanities subjects 
is a value-laden judgment that comes out the modernist worldview. As R. D. 
Laing (1982) has so incisively pointed out, learning that subjectivity does 
not count as much as objectivity when it comes to knowledge is now very 
much part of acculturation and socialization of contemporary citizenry. 
And we see this ironic value hierarchy concerning knowledge plainly in the 
academy. Mathematics and sciences rule, receiving most funding and gar-
nering most respect, while humanities subjects, often dismissively referred 
to as the ‘fl uffs,’ languish at the bottom of the priority list and scramble for 
fi nancial survival (Bamford, 2004; Pollard & Bourne, 1994; Robinson, 1992, 
2011).

It is not that the three of us here are interested in seeing the hierarchy 
reversed. That would be, like reverse discrimination, a sure way to perpetu-
ate the same problem of marginalizing and neglecting parts of our rela-
tionality, thereby creating underdevelopment and imbalance. Our inter-
est is in seeing all three dimensions of human relationality being equally 
and simultaneously validated, supported, and fulfi lled, recognizing that 
the three dimensions interpenetrate each other, and that to hierarchize 
them goes against the ecological understanding of interrelatedness that 
supports them. The three dimensions we mapped out are together a unity, 
and hence cannot be separated. Note the nested nature of the three-fold 
relationality (see Figure 1) and how ‘self’ is involved in all three dimen-
sions! This means that if any one of these three dimensions is marginalized 
in its development, it will adversely affect the other two. Recognizing and 
embracing the three-fold relationality also means changing the very para-
digm of knowledge based on disciplinary knowledge and the major division 
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between arts and sciences that currently still dominates higher education, 
and championing interdisciplinarity.

The utmost importance of supporting and fulfi lling the SSDR is most 
plainly, or even starkly, revealed when we see its development negated and 
arrested. A person with a compromised SSDR does not know the self, is not 
in touch with what is deepest in himself or herself, does not have his or her 
own voice, and thus would have a hard time living with personal integrity, 
taking a stand in life, and being responsible for his life and to the world 
(Mindell, 2002). Such a person has a shaky and vulnerable existential core, 
and hence is insecure, even if successful in his or her worldly accomplish-
ments and with possessions. It is diffi cult for such persons to withstand the 
rigors and pressures of their inner life and the outer world, and they are 
vulnerable to external control and manipulation, addiction, and escapism 
of many forms (Alexander, 2008). It is not diffi cult to imagine that the com-
promised SSDR would be implicated in much, if not all, social, emotional, 
and ethical ill-being.

EMBODIMENT OF SELF-CULTIVATION

Students today have fewer opportunities for inner exploration into their 
existential cores (Lewis, 2006). Instead, their focus rests on the pragmatics 
of obtaining a career, largely because that has become a primary focus of 
postsecondary education. And yet the existential demands of the psyche 
will not be entirely silenced for those experiencing a university education. 
Higher education, argues Kronman (2007), is not meant merely to impart 
information, but to serve as a “… forum for the exploration of life’s mystery 
and meaning through the careful but critical reading of the great works of 
literary and philosophical imagination” (p. 6). In 2003, Astin, Astin, and 
Lindholm (2010) began a longitudinal study that examined students’ lives 
and longings as well as the role that postsecondary education plays in ad-
dressing the existential and spiritual dimensions of their lives. They discov-
ered that students do want to focus on these dimensions and that they grow 
spiritually if they have active opportunities for “inner work” through some 
form of refl ective, contemplative practice.

All of our time-honoured world philosophers of the Axial Age (Armstrong, 
2006)—Socrates, Buddha, Christ, Confucius, Lao-tze, Mohamed—all 
strongly advocated the knowledge and cultivation of SSDR as a priority in 
human learning. Consider Socrates’ teachings that were focused on two 
principles: know thyself and care of the soul (Martin et al., 1988). Consider 
Buddha’s immense teachings on establishing oneself in mindfulness (satipat-
thana in Pali). Confucius also taught that self-cultivation is the fi rst step to 
establishing social and political order (Tu, 1985). Politicians in our midst: 
please heed Confucius’ advice. All these world philosopher-teachers knew 
the fundamental truth of human beings: that we act who we are, and thus 
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whatever we do to the world refl ects who we are. If we are insecure, an-
gry, disturbed, unfulfi lled, resentful, and so on, we will act out, in whatever 
ways, of these states of consciousness, and our action will transmit these 
qualities of consciousness, affecting the world with negative consequences. 
This is why ‘saving the planet’ must be fundamentally grounded in ‘saving 
the soul’ through repairing and recovering one’s own goodness and sanity 
through inner work (Cohen & Bai, 2012).

Of course, Socrates and his axial companions are no strangers to the 
contemporary academy. We have courses about them, and their names and 
ideas are cited. But the irony is that their teachings that insist on self-culti-
vation are mostly read about, talked about, and written about. This learning 
about is the principal characteristic of academic learning. This kind of infor-
mation acquisition is what we may call objectifi ed learning, and it renders itself 
well to tests, exams, and paper writing. Socrates did not teach ‘Know thyself’ 
so that we can answer exam questions correctly or write papers about his 
theory of self-cultivation. That is not the way to live philosophy. For philoso-
phy as a way of life (Hadot, 1995), it is the practice of self-cultivation that 
counts and matters. Imagine how different our teaching and learning in 
the academy would be if we implemented and practiced Socratic, Buddhist, 
Confucian, Daoist, Christian, Islamic, Jewish, First Nations (the list goes on) 
ways of self-cultivation. This would not mean that there would be no read-
ing, discussing, and writing. There could be tests, too, but these learning 
activities would be in support of the main objective of self-cultivation. As well, 
technologies, whether virtual or actual, would not be strangers to learning 
and teaching self-cultivation. In fact, adopting Foucault’s explication of the 
‘technologies of the self’ (Martin et al., 1988), we would say that whatever 
aides self-cultivation and can be adopted is ‘technology of the self.’ For in-
stance, Foucault chronicles the history of letter writing in Hellenistic times 
to show its contribution to self-cultivation. Writing is a technology of self 
par excellence. So is reading. So is critical thinking. The main point we wish 
to make here is that the institutions of higher education already do have 
at their ready disposal tools and materials for the technologies of the self. 
However, the critical catalyzing ingredient that needs to be added to all this 
is the actual embodiment of self-cultivation. Here, no amount of advanced 
and sophisticated ‘learning about’ would help.

Let us discuss how SSDR can be embodied, not just studied about in 
higher education. The essence of SSDR is that the self has a refl exive ability 
to pay attention to itself and witness what is happening in its feelings and 
sensations, thoughts, emotions, and perceptions, and energetics (Cohen, 
in-press). What goes on in the fi eld of person’s experience is, yet again, mul-
tidimensional, encompassing the body, mind, heart, and some would add, 
soul and spirit. Like all skills, the witnessing skills can be honed through 
practice. It is the objective of contemplative traditions, such as the Buddhist 
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mindfulness practice, to guide and develop the ability to self-witness to a 
more and more refi ned level. Highly developed witnessing or self-refl exive 
abilities gives a person a greater possibility of self-knowledge.

Self-knowledge can only grow when we are able to pay close and sus-
tained attention to feelings, sensations, emotions, and so on. Thus, a learn-
ing environment that allows its learners ample, supported and structured 
opportunities to practice paying attention to SSDR is essential to the devel-
opment of self-knowledge (Cohen et al., 2012). Unfortunately, most learn-
ing environments today, including institutions of higher education, fail in 
this regard. Especially at the level of higher institution, we are to be rigor-
ous about keeping everything out of the classroom except thoughts and 
ideas. In fact, it would seem, we should keep thoughts out, too, since they 
are idiosyncratic: they are too personal. Even ideas can be too personal in 
that they often come out of our creative impulses. What then is left that can 
safely be included in the classroom? “In this life, we want nothing but Facts, 
sir; nothing but Facts!” (Dickens, 2008, p. 3). Thus we may even hesitate to 
invite our students to come up with creative ideas and play with them. We 
prefer to spoon-feed students with ready-made ‘facts’ out of textbooks, and 
assess their learning by testing them to see how much facts they have re-
tained. This kind of learning is an anathema to cultivating self-knowledge. 
Woefully, this form of learning still occurs, even takes precedence over the 
kind of refl ective and integrative learning being outlined here, in institu-
tions of higher learning.

Lest our readers think that we are proposing an abandonment of rigor-
ous critical thinking—a mainstay of university education today, we address, 
in the next section, how critical thinking should not be discarded, but be 
re-thought to include critical exploration of emotions, and how such broad-
ened and integrated critical thinking in fact bridges the subjective dimen-
sion (SSDR) with the intersubjective dimension of our being.

THE LIMITATION AND EXPANSION OF THE 
FOCUS ON CRITICAL THINKING

One of the primary outcomes of a modern university education is that stu-
dents will become versed in the art of critical thinking, a higher order level 
of refl ective thinking that examines not only issues but thinking itself and 
how we come to develop our ideas, claims, and assertions. Critical thinking 
is said to encompass the higher order thought processes—cited in Blooms 
Taxonomy—of interpretation, analysis, synthesis, and evaluation. One’s 
analysis is based in empiricism and logic, and it strives for accuracy, preci-
sion, clarity, consistency, sound reasoning, and reasonableness. In applying 
critical thinking to an argument, one is to judge the quality of an argument, 
including the reasons and assumptions on which it is based, the evidence 
that supports it, and the reasonableness of the conclusions that are drawn. 
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Ennis (1996) argues that critical thinking is reasoned and refl ective think-
ing that is focused on what to believe or do. Burbules and Berk (1999) 
point out that one should discern faulty or ill-reasoned arguments, faulty 
assumptions, generalizations that have no foundation, claims that lack sup-
porting evidence, claims based solely authority, ambiguous or obscure con-
cepts, and conclusions without merit.

However, such a focus is not without its limitations. One is often en-
joined to maintain or create a distance from others, whether intellectu-
ally or emotionally, and whether these are self-to-self, self-to-human other, and 
human self-to-Nature relationships; we cut ourselves off from any emotional 
connection to others. But critical thinking can include our emotions and it 
can enhance relations between people. Paul and Elder (2002) include “in-
tellectual empathy” in their conception of critical thinking, along with an 
ability to transcend what they call “sociocentrism”—remaining unaware of 
one’s sociocultural biases. We can also add to this the same vain of criticism 
about anthropocentricism: remaining unaware of one’s anthropocentric bi-
ases. Hadot (1995) asserts that for the ancient Greeks, authentic dialogue 
marked by a genuine encounter with another rooted in a full and empathic 
presence was a hallmark of critical thinking; there is a “constantly main-
tained accord” between the parties. In Meno, Socrates asserts that the dia-
logue is carried out in a “gentler and more dialectical way” that maintains 
the connection between the parties (Plato, 2004, p. 8, 75d).

Paulo Freire (2006) defi ned critical thinking as that “… which discerns 
an indivisible solidarity between the world and the people and admits of 
no dichotomy between them—thinking which perceives reality as a pro-
cess, as transformation …” (p. 92). He adds that for the critical thinker, 
the essential matter is the “continuing transformation of reality” (p. 92). 
And for Freire, dialogue both requires and generates critical thinking. Fur-
ther, dialogue cannot exist without “a profound love for the world and for 
people,” to such a degree that this love is both the foundation of dialogue 
and dialogue itself (p. 89). This love is a commitment to others and to their 
liberation from oppression. In its fullest sense, dialogue is founded upon 
love, humility, hope, and mutual trust and faith. Not that any of these are 
easy to practice, let alone achieve. If we are not vigilant and cannot exercise 
critical refl ections, love can turn into selfi sh affection and possessiveness. 
Humility can turn into servility, especially for reasons of self-protection or 
gaining favor. Hope, mutual trust and faith—all of these, moreover, can 
become negative forces or vices in the absence of critical self-refl ection. We 
thus see that critical thinking is inextricably bound up in the quality of our 
relationships with others; it cannot exist fully without a literal ontological 
identifi cation with others. We see that critical thinking rests in the SSDR 
and should not be separated from it.
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Martha Nussbaum (1997) asserts that a university education should pro-
duce world citizens dedicated to the “cultivation of humanity” (p. 9). Such 
citizens require an ability for self-examination—the Socratic examined 
life—an ability to see themselves as inextricably bound to other humans 
through recognition and concern for their welfare, and a “narrative imagi-
nation” (p. 10), the ability to place oneself, empathically and imaginatively, 
in the shoes of another. We see again that a critical education is rooted in 
the cultivation of benefi cent relationships. The cultivation of these rela-
tionships begins with our own self-awareness. As Hadot (1995) points out, 
there is a connection between one’s ability to dialogue with others and with 
oneself; there must be an authentic presence to oneself and others. The 
ability to see oneself as being connected to others comes through a dialogi-
cal awareness of their lives; such an awareness encompasses an empathic 
embrace of the other in and through logos, in and through a dialogos. All of 
interpersonal awareness begins with self-awareness. We now examine our 
connections to the other through dialogue.

DIALOGUE AND INTERSUBJECTIVITY

Let us then focus on the self-to-other dimension of relationality (SODR), 
also known as intersubjectivity (Bai, 2001b). (See the previous Figure 1, B.) 
This relationality is about knowing another person, or collectively, other 
people, as subjects, that is, not as objects. How does such knowing come 
about? Humans are social animals, and, as neurobiologists would say, we 
are hard-wired to emotionally connect with others, bond, be empathic, 
and share our joys and sorrows. Apparently, neuroscientists have even dis-
covered ‘mirror neurons’ that enable us to empathically recognize others’ 
emotions, intentions, and actions (Iacoboni, 2008). This is remarkable but 
not surprising, given that we are fundamentally and radically intersubjec-
tive beings. But being hard-wired with mirroring neurons does not mean 
that we all attain functional degrees, let alone a high degree, of intersub-
jectivity just by virtue of having these neurons and whatever other neuro-
biological mechanisms built into us. The fact that we have fi ngers does not 
guarantee that we become pianists; to do so requires dedicated, rigorous, 
and sustained learning and practice. Likewise, the art of intersubjectivity 
requires learning and practice in a relational environment.

The earliest instance of such an environment is, of course, child-parent 
bonding. There now exists a substantial body of psychological and psycho-
therapeutic literature that addresses the early child-parent bonding rup-
ture and its far-reaching diffi cult consequences (Bretherton, 1992; Keitaibl, 
2012; Main, 2000; Neufeld & Mate, 2006). A closer look at the child-parent 
bonding should show why paying attention to SODR is of utmost educa-
tional importance, and also should give us many clues about the kinds of 
pedagogy we need to practice in education, including higher education.
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Being fundamentally intersubjective means that human individuals’ 
mental, emotional, and physical growth and development critically depend 
on having an intersubjective environment of interaction. For infants and 
young children, this means having primary caregivers’ constant and con-
sistent loving attention, communication, and devoted care that not only 
practically look after the physical needs of the child, but also help to es-
tablish the matrix of intersubjectivity right in the child’s nervous system. 
Every loving gaze, knowing glance, smile, touch, and responsive or initiat-
ing words and sounds made by the caregivers and caring others all work 
towards establishing the child as a veritably functioning intersubjective 
human being. Paucity of such environment and caring-others that create 
this environment will result in those whose capacity to be intersubjective is 
compromised or jeopardized.

Again, this truth about human beings is best understood, unfortunately, 
when such bonding work is severely disrupted and substantially lacking. 
Children of such terrible misfortune tend to grow up to be psychosocially 
deprived and arrested, even if physically undamaged, unable to form mean-
ingful and fulfi lling relationships with other human beings (Smolensky & 
Gootman, 2003). Such fundamental human capacities as empathy, compas-
sion, love, communion, and solidarity do not grow and develop into full 
bloom.

Human beings being irreducibly relational, social creatures, human well-
being and happiness critically depends on our being able to form mean-
ingful intersubjective relationships (Qin & Comstock, 2005). No amount 
of utilitarian and calculated instrumental relationships with other beings, 
human or otherwise, can substitute this intersubjective relationship for hu-
man happiness. And human happiness is not just something nice to have, a 
bonus and luxury. Unhappiness means suffering, and suffering has person-
al, social, and moral consequences and ‘costs.’ Unhappiness precipitates 
not only personal misery, and if severe enough, self-abuse, but can lead, 
again, if severe enough, to interpersonal abuse and violation (Miller, 2005). 
For sure, we are speaking in a generalized way, and in no way are we making 
predictive statements about any particular unhappy individuals. At any rate, 
we believe we are justifi ed, in the terms of human psychology, in stating that 
lack of intersubjectivity leads to general lack of peace, harmony, and coop-
eration among individuals and groups.

In short, humans critically depend on positive intersubjective relation-
ships and relational environments for their mental health and overall fl our-
ishing. From psychotherapeutic literature and personal observations, we 
would say that varying degrees of early childhood bonding rupture or at-
tachment issue are widespread. Given this state of affairs, plus the fact that 
this important work of creating and restoring intersubjectivity is an ongo-
ing process throughout one’s lifetime, institutions of education must include 
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fostering intersubjectivity as an important learning objective, along with the 
more usual ones of learning the subject matter. How are our institutions of 
higher learning doing in this regard? Do we show, encourage, teach, and 
lead our students to engender and restore intersubjectivity, and create an 
intersubjective environment in our classroom? Do we as institutions of learn-
ing exemplify in creating intersubjective environments? Are we not only pre-
senting the philosophical or sociological study of the human phenomena of 
intersubjectivity but also teaching the art of intersubjectivity so that our students 
become more fi nely attuned intersubjective beings, full of compassion, love, 
kindness, and good will towards each other and the world?

Again, our answer to the above questions, based on our experiences and 
observations, is by and large no, although, our sense is that we are head-
ing in the right direction with the prevailing valorization of dialogue and 
collaboration in civic space and public places. Currently, there is a lot of 
support for the concept and practice of dialogue and collaboration, and 
educators and business folks alike are making an effort to create the culture 
of dialogue and collaboration everywhere. Certainly, we support this. And 
we would like to see higher education joining forces and playing a major 
role in teaching the art of intersubjectivity as both subject and experience. 
Currently, higher education learning at the undergraduate level tends to 
be largely impersonal: students in large numbers of one, two, even three or 
four hundreds gather in lecture halls and listen to lectures, and this mode 
of learning prevails in university undergraduate student learning on most 
university campuses. We are not implying that there is anything wrong with 
lectures per se. Listening to well-prepared and well-delivered lectures on 
important and fascinating topics is intellectually stimulating and genera-
tive. Lectures have their rightful place in public learning. What is problem-
atic, however, is when students’ higher education learning consists mostly 
of being in a lecture hall environment day after day for four or longer years. 
Besides the intended learning of subject matter, what these students unin-
tentionally learn is alienation. They learn to be alienated subjects. Dialogue 
is what ends human alienation.

Dialogue, however, is often understood in a limited way. Dialogue 
is not mere conversation. Basing our thinking on Martin Buber’s work 
(1947/2002, 1958/2000), we suggest an integrated model of dialogue as 
a responsive, ontological turning to the other that, while it might include 
words, goes well beyond them. Such a model anchors dialogue both on the 
foundations of ontology—beingness—and in the refl ective practices and 
doings that develop dialogue and its attendant virtues of becoming aware of 
the other, confi rmation of the other, an empathic inclusion of the other, be-
ing present to the other, a willingness to step outside one’s comfort zones, 
the ability to resolve paradox and see unity in diversity and vice versa, and 
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a “synthesizing apperception” that makes connections and sees a bigger 
picture.

Such a model frames dialogue as an ontological turning to the other 
through the refl ective practice of particular dialogical virtues: an ontologi-
cal praxis of dialogue that develops I-Thou relationships. Dialogue both 
works through and aims at the development of genuine relationships: the 
real meeting of individuals with others and with the world. Dialogue is thus 
fundamentally a means of developing intersubjectivity. Again, we would 
stress that dialogue involves much more than words; it is fundamentally 
about intersubjective relationality. Just as contemplative practices can en-
gender a deep, intuitively felt sense of interconnectedness, so, too, can a 
dialogical orientation. Not only has dialogue been cast as a form of con-
templative practice (Scott, in press), it is fundamentally placing intersub-
jective relationality as the foundation of beingness. It is about living in and 
through genuine relationships.

Those genuine relationships are the vehicles for us to create meaning 
in our own lives and to see meaning in the lives of others and the world 
around us, and for us to come into our full potential as human beings with 
a deeper realization of the sacred in ourselves, others, and the world.

The essence of Buber’s ontological orientation to dialogue is what he 
calls the fundamental movement of dialogue (or becoming dialogue): a 
responsive turning to the other. This act of turning to the other is itself 
as much a matter of beingness as it is about the specifi cs of any action; at 
the same time, it is the practice, and the development through practice, of 
these above mentioned dialogical virtues that constitutes a praxis of dia-
logue. We suggest that we can work to develop dialogue as praxis, as a way of 
life; this movement constitutes becoming dialogue—an ongoing, develop-
mental approach to dialogue (Scott, 2011). We are thus offering dialogue 
as an ontological orientation toward establishing I-Thou relationships, as 
a practical means of developing intersubjectivity. In dialogue, we see our-
selves as relational beings; in dialogue, we see our worlds through relational 
lenses; in dialogue, we develop knowledge and understanding relationally.

We have moved from self-self (SSDR) to self-other (SODR). Buber’s con-
ception of dialogue naturally moves us further afi eld, to relationships with 
the more-than-human elements of our world. It is signifi cant that in I and 
Thou, Buber (1958/2000) begins his discussion of dialogue with his appre-
hension of a tree; later on, he makes it clear that we can relate dialogically 
even to rocks, to the world, and to the entire cosmos itself.

BECOMING EARTH

Finally, let us turn to humans’ self-to-nature dimension of relationality 
(SNDR). (See the previous Figure 1, C.) How do we relate to Nature, to the 
world as a whole, and to the cosmos? In many people’s minds, this notion 
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of ‘relationship’ with Nature or Cosmos seems esoteric and strange. This 
would especially be the case for the highly urbanized population that is es-
tranged from Nature, and sees it in the most objectifi ed sense and manner. 
Nature to them has become a collection of objectifi ed “things.” Nature is 
there for humans to dominate, use, exploit, profi t from, and eventually dis-
card. Trees are there for humans to turn into lumber. Mountains are there 
for humans to drill, dynamite, and extract minerals from. In one sense, 
all such activities are forms of relating, but this kind of relationship is at 
best utilitarian, and at worst, downright degrading and destructive. When 
our relationship with Nature is mostly instrumentalistic, the ethical conse-
quences are egregious. Species extinction follows. Deforestation follows. 
Desertifi cation follows. Air is poisoned; mountains are stripped; rivers run 
dry. In short, we become “vandals of the earth” (Orr, 1994, p. 6). The mag-
nitude of concerns here is enormous. All educational institutions, from kin-
dergarten to university, must take it upon themselves to educate students 
to become eco-citizens. Institutions of higher learning must take up the 
responsibility of being leaders in ecological education, research, and living 
(Bai & Romanycia, 2012).

Viewed from our analytic frame that informs this chapter, namely the 
three-fold relationality, the greatest obstacle that we see facing the institu-
tions of higher learning in attending to SNDR is intellectualism. This intel-
lectualism is founded upon the age-old mind-body dualism so central to the 
classical and modern Western philosophical tradition. The infl uence of this 
tradition still dominates the institutions of higher learning. Here is a small 
but telling example: The two universities that we the authors are most fa-
miliar with in our province of British Columbia in Canada have taglines like 
“A place of mind” (University of British Columbia) and “Thinking of the 
world” (Simon Fraser University), both of which unmistakably suggest the 
mind-body duality and, moreover, the supremacy of mind. (Note, Simon 
Fraser University now has a new tagline since the fall of 2012: “Engaging 
the world.”) As students advance on the ladders of institutional learning, all 
the way from kindergarten to university, they encounter greater and greater 
emphasis of the ‘life of the mind,’ and by the time they arrive at the uni-
versity, seemingly the life of the mind is all there is (or ought to be) to the 
proper business of intellectual pursuit and scholarship. The portrayal of 
university scholars as big brains being toted around on their two legs and 
also as ‘talking heads’ is no innocuous joke. It is a little too real.

Any ethical relationship, in which we centralize intrinsic relationship, 
is the work of the whole being: body, mind, heart and soul. Lacking heart 
and soul and not embodied, a relationship runs the risk of being mainly 
or totally instrumentalist. Our relationship with the order of non-human 
others—that is, Nature—especially risks this trouble. If we are concerned 
about the current state of environmental degradation and destruction, 
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which we should be, deeply, then we would need to reexamine the nature 
of our relationship with Nature.

Our relationship with Nature in modernity has been predominantly in-
strumentalistic (Bai, 2001a, 2004), which would explain well why we have 
such widespread environmental degradation and destruction today. As we 
have been noting, institutions of higher learning are predominantly fo-
cused on the work of the mind, and do not validate and make ample room 
for the work of heart and soul, and body and spirit. This makes the institu-
tions of higher learning complicit, even if unwittingly, in the destruction of 
the environment, or at least, does not render their studies helpful to our 
building intrinsic relationships with Nature. What good is all the sophisti-
cated research and rigorous teaching in higher education when they do 
not help and guide students, through a course of study, to live the life of 
integrity, sustainability, and peace and harmony with the earth? To quote a 
local educational leader, Dr. Arden Henley (personal communication, Oc-
tober 24, 2012, Vancouver): “Correct epistemology results in kindness and 
compassion.” If what we are studying and how we are studying do not result 
in kindness, compassion, peace, and so on, then, we need to reexamine our 
epistemology and change it to bring about a better ethical relationship with 
the world.

Readers may remind us, and rightly so, that there are environmental 
studies and ecology at most post-secondary institutions. While it is true 
that valuable and helpful information are obtained and new knowledge is 
gained through these studies, nonetheless we should not confuse having 
knowledge of something with embodying and living the knowledge thus discovered. 
Embodying and living the knowledge is the work of heart/body/spirit/
mind. Only then can our knowledge help us change our relationship with 
Earth, from that of instrumentalism to intrinsic valuing, loving, and caring. 
The late Raimundo Panikkar (1992) reminds us: “No ecological renewal of 
the world will ever succeed until and unless we consider the Earth as our 
own Body and the body as our own Self” (p. 244).

What specifi c curricular or pedagogic suggestions do we the authors 
have for redressing the SNDR problems in higher learning? In keeping 
with Panikkar’s credo above, we believe that the most substantial differ-
ence that we can make in our students’ SNDR is through helping them to 
reclaim their own embodiedness. By ‘embodiedness’ we mean ‘feeling and 
being bodies,’ which necessarily involves feeling one’s connection to the 
ground, to the air, to water, wind, mountains, other sentient bodies, and so 
on. Even if we are indoors, as when we are in classrooms, we can have the 
practice of feeling the ground under the feet, feeling the air moving in and 
out of one’s body, experiencing the water one drinks and uses, and other 
myriad of subtle experiences of embodiment in the moment.
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A quote from Morihei Ueshiba, O-Sensei (Stevens & Krenner, 1999), the 
founder of aikido, which he claimed was the only martial art based on love, 
is relevant here:

Now and again, it is necessary to seclude yourself among deep mountains 
and valleys to restore your link to the source of life. Breathe in and let your-
self soar to the ends of the universe; breathe out and bring the cosmos back 
inside. Next, breathe up all the fecundity and vibrancy of the earth. Finally 
blend the breath of heaven and the breath of earth with that of our own, be-
coming the Breath of Life itself. (p. 117)

The importance of these embodiment practices, undertaken whether in-
doors or outdoors, is to guard oneself against the constant push and pull 
towards abstraction, being cerebral or mentalistic, being ‘out of body,’ and 
emotionally out of attunement. We cannot feel and be the Earth “as our 
own Body and the body as own Self” when we don’t even feel our body 
connected to and supported by the ground, and be attuned to our breaths.

Embodiment has little to do with having bodies or looking beautiful. It 
has everything to do with being fully present to reality, and being one with re-
ality. East meets West in experiencing and expressing the same understand-
ing of embodiment. Tu (1989) comments on the classical Chinese thought:

[F]orming one body with the universe requires continuous effort to grow 
and to refi ne oneself. We can embody the whole universe in our sensitivity 
because we have enlarged and deepened our feeling and care to the fullest 
extent. (p. 76)

Could the institutions of higher education rise to this height of learning?

CODA: IMAGINING THE POSSIBILITIES

Humans are creatures of imagination: our way of changing reality is fi rst 
through imagining different possibilities. Below, as a way of ending this 
chapter, we offer a small story of possibility.

A doctoral seminar is about to start. The group of ten students and their pro-
fessor are seated in a circle with no intervening desks. They can all see each 
other and be in each other’s presence fully. Professor Michelle Sontag makes 
an invitation: “Let’s start with our usual fi ve minutes of quiet refl ection. I have 
a suggestion for you today. ‘Feel’ yourself as connected to every other person 
in this circle, in our classroom community; and as part of the larger whole 
that encompasses all human beings, all sentient beings, and all beings. ”

There are a few moments of adjusting body postures and seating position. 
Everyone is either softening the gaze or closing his or her eyes. The room 
is quiet, except for the sounds of breathing. At the fi ve-minute point Profes-
sor Sontag gently states: “Please return to your ordinary consciousness now.” 
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Slowly everyone emerges from their contemplative consciousness. Some seem 
to be looking ‘nowhere’ and others are slowly looking around, smiling to 
their neighbours.

Professor Sontag invites: “Let’s hear from everyone. Remember, this is our 
personal time. This is our opportunity to share and hear about each other’s 
lives. And, be sure to only share what you are comfortable sharing. You are 
not required to share anything. It is up to you. After we have the initial round, 
we will take some time for feedback, any issues within our group that we feel 
need to be dealt with, and any additional sharing.”

The fi rst student to speak is Bob. He says, “I took your suggestion. At fi rst, I 
could feel a resistance in me. It took the form of ideas and body sensation. 
The idea was: “I am wasting my time. I need to talk about my research. I need 
feedback and input about my work. I then wondered whose voice is this. I im-
mediately knew it was my father who always told me that anyone who wants to 
get ahead will work very hard on achieving their goals. I could feel the famil-
iar feeling that I used to feel when we used to have these discussions: a ten-
sion in my chest, and an anxious feeling in the pit of my stomach. Suddenly, 
I remembered my connection to the group and the support I have here, and 
everything softened in me, and I remembered that we will have time for me to 
talk about my research and I just know I will get the input that I need. Thanks 
everyone for listening and for being here with me.”

However strange the beginning to a class in the story may seem to read-
ers, we the authors have enacted this story in real life for many years. The 
time we spent in connecting with the self through breath and silence and 
with each other through sharing our intersubjective content has proved 
to be well spent. Students learn about themselves as human beings rather 
that what John Taylor Gatto referred to as ‘human doings’ (Gatto, 1999). 
The re-humanizing of education that includes ecologizing is essential to 
the academy not only for its own wellbeing but also in order to facilitate 
developing educational leaders, public intellectuals, and researchers who 
will model being fully human in three-fold relationality.

The story above shows a possibility on a micro level of what could be 
done to reclaim human sensitivity and relationality. Unless we are working 
on rediscovering these human capacities on an individual and small group 
level, our chances of fi nding and creating these capacities on national and 
international levels seem miniscule.
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CHAPTER 2

EDUCATION FOR 
TRANSFORMATION AND AN 

EXPANDED SELF
Paradigm Shift for Wisdom Education

Jing Lin

This article fi rst critiques the current focus of educational reform, which 
is on creating more stringent and limiting external criteria for competi-
tion that alienates the students from their authentic self and create huge 
problems for human relationship and human-nature harmony. The article 
then argues that education should be reoriented toward the education for 
wisdom (Lin, 2006). That is, instead of neglecting and overlooking what 
the real business is in life (Thoreau, 1863), we must create a transforma-
tive awareness and an enlightened understanding of the meaning of life 
through wisdom-based education. 

Education should focus on what really matters in our life, and aim at cul-
tivating love, compassion, forgiveness, and respect as fundamental qualities 
in our personal success and the world’s well being (Lin, 2006). Wisdom-
based education stresses the need to enable the students to see what our 
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soul yearns for, and to experience the interconnection of all that exist. To 
have wisdom requires transcending the small self to embracing the greater 
Self, the atman as in Hinduism and Buddhism, a Self that is not attached 
to material gains, power, fame as the ultimate goals of life,but one that take 
understanding the higher purpose of life as the goal of one’s life.

This article will draw from spiritual teachings from world’s great reli-
gions and spiritual traditions, from modern scholars and wise beings. The 
paper is contemplative in nature, and discusses the role of meditation and 
virtues cultivation in one’s spiritual growth and acquisition of wisdom. 

THE NEED FOR WISDOM EDUCATION

Today’s education has largely stripped its moral and spiritual dimensions, 
concerned mainly for producing individualistic citizens who function in a 
context that value competition and contribute to a capitalist model that is 
based on profi t chasing and a linear developmental model (Bowers, 2002). 
The destructive form of competition, and a sense of separation among 
groups and countries have led to confl icts and wars (Lin, 2006). For ex-
ample, governments of the world spend more than a trillion dollars a year 
to pursuit or maintain their military advantage. In higher education, a ra-
tional model is upheld, which separates the intellectual, rational aspects of 
our being from our emotional, moral, relational, and spiritual being (Bai, 
2009; Culham, 2013 forthcoming). The disconnection of our society from 
a holistic, interconnected perspective render that more and more people 
are mired in depression, anger, confusion, despair, and the world is faced 
with incurable diseases, poverty, inequality, environmental devastation, and 
confl icts and wars. 

School learning is based on a rational framework, treating the self and 
the world as separate, and nature and human society as separate. In re-
search, the mind needs to be clear of emotions and ethics are relative. Edu-
cation is based on the intellect, while the cultivation of the abilities of the 
heart and the soul, e.g., empathizing with others, seeking to serve and love, 
are greatly neglected (Lin, 2006). 

The paradigm that treats students as objects to be labeled, graded, and 
placed differentially in the social hierarchy can no longer serve us, as the 
world we face requires new abilities that spring from wisdom, which is de-
fi ned as a deep understanding of the meaning and purposes of life, and 
the interconnection of All That Exist. Education should match what the 
students learn with their life’s purposes. Only when learning is holistic can 
we make the life of students whole. This means instead of engendering a 
spiritual void rendering students to feel empty, meaningless, and discon-
nected, education for wisdom help students to discover and recover pure 
love and compassion, empowering them with the divine light that brightens 
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the world with new human relationships and new ways of life that is caring 
and sustainable. 

The lack of wisdom today is directly refl ected in the infl ated ego of indi-
viduals. We are self-centered and anthropocentric. To rise above the narrow 
awareness and embrace a universe consciousness, we cannot be obsessed 
with our self success, but open up our heart to treat others as ourselves, and 
cultivate the integration of the mind, heart and soul. In fact, all the great 
religions in the world have in their core teaching values such as letting go of 
the ego-centered self and reaching out to others to form a broader commu-
nity, to build reciprocal relationships based on love and giving. This is the 
kind of wisdom-based education I am talking about. By emptying our obses-
sion with self interest and gains, we reach the higher purpose of our life. 

Wisdom-based education then calls for a new value system in education, 
one that instrumentalizes the learning of love, unselfi shness, non-attach-
ment, and service. This means that we need an understanding of the deep 
working of the universe which is sustained by harmony and cooperation. 
Stars orbits around the sun in a way that emulates principle of harmony and 
cooperation. In Eastern religions like Taoism and Buddhism, to give up is 
not to lose but to gain; to gain always involves losing something. Non pos-
sessiveness gives one freedom, and freedom in the highest sense is renounc-
ing the fruits of one’s action (Tao TeChing. Bhagavad Gita). Many of these 
are also in the teachings of the world’s religions. In the Analects, Confucius 
is described as a person who did not focus on what he wanted, nor insist 
that things must happen in his way; the Buddha talked about letting go of 
the attachment to the self, to people, and to things. Islam, Christianity and 
Judaism all stress the importance of giving. All these teachings are based on 
the interconnection of all existence, and that the real goal in life is not in 
possession but in giving, which in return nourishes the soul and the spirit. 
Hence, love, compassion, and giving are nutrients for the soul and the spir-
its, and wisdom based education is to help students realize this principle of 
the universe. 

Wisdom can not come just from the intellect. It has to come from engag-
ing the body, mind and spirit to tab into the inner wisdom we have. Educa-
tion should be built upon contemplative practices that bring out the source 
of inner wisdom in every student. There are many methods that allow us to 
become sensitive to the whole, to have the living experience of our whole-
ness with All That Exist.

COMPONENTS OF WISDOM EDUCATION

To cultivate wisdom, change has to come from within, with efforts aiming 
at working with our inner self. New understandings and ideas must well 
up from our inner self. Below are some necessary components of wisdom 
based education:
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• Virtue: a person’s life must be guided by virtuous thoughts and be-
haviors. Love, compassion, and giving are among some of the virtues.

• Tranquility: this requires stabling our thought and opening up our 
energy system; it involves breathing, visualization, posture, taming 
the mind, and delving into the subtle realms that take away the no-
tion of a separate world.

• Expanded Awareness: this means extension of our abilities including 
those beyond the fi ve senses; it can be intuitive feeling of the divine, 
and development of ability to see through phenomena to understand 
the fundamental causes and effects of our actions.

• Inner Peace—returning to our true nature and joy
• Reaching the roots of our being—this entails experience that we are 

all One and virtues frame the universe and undergirds the harmony 
of the human society. A great Love for All That Exist should emerge.

VIRTUES AS THE UNDERLYING FOUNDATION FOR WISDOM

Our conscious mind, subconscious mind and unconscious mind must be in-
tegrated to grow wisdom. In other words, our body, heart, mind, and spirit 
must be integrated. The conscious mind regulates the subconscious and 
the unconscious mind, while the latter also greatly impact the former. More 
specifi cally, while the subconscious mind and the unconscious mind have 
great impact on the conscious mind, we should use our conscious mind to 
actively condition and regulate the subconscious mind. Adopting virtuous 
thoughts and deeds is what I mean here. Virtuous thoughts and actions can 
help clear up the shadows in the subconscious mind which then opens up 
the channel for us to reach the unconscious mind, where our soul and spir-
it reside. This leads to the root of our being, the Tao as described in the Tao 
TeChing. That governs the universe according to the principles of virtues. 

What is Tao? What is the relationship of virtues to wisdom? I would like 
to argue that one can not be wise without embracing and practicing vir-
tues such as compassion, love, giving, respect and sincerity, and a virtuous 
person has laid great foundation for the path to wisdom. Hence, wisdom 
education fundamentally is about educating students to live a virtuous life, 
and this needs to be cultivated and lived, and embraced as the foundation 
of our being.

What is an expanded list of virtues, which are included in religions and 
spiritual traditions across the world? Here are some of them: 

• Community; 
• Selfl essness; letting go; 
• Compassion-embracing all existence as one’s equal;
• Gratitude;
• Love seen as the creative power of the universe;
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• Knowledge guided by wisdom;
• Interconnection, Oneness;
• Respect and awe for nature.

These virtues correspond with the fundamental teachings of world reli-
gions and spiritual traditions (Brantmeier, Lin, & Miller, 2010; Lin, 2006). 
They should be embodied through self refl ection, cultivation in daily acts, 
and achieved or enhanced through meditation and other means.

CONTEMPLATIVE PRACTICES AS 
PATHWAY TO WISDOM EDUCATION

Contemplative practices have been explored in teacher education (Bai et 
al., 2009), in lawyers’ education (Magee, 2010), or in education of business 
leaders (Culham, 2012). According to Magee, examples of contemplative 
practices that have been offered to and embraced by the legal community 
in various workshops, retreats, and continuing education programs include 
sitting meditation, yoga, tai chi, qi gong, and contemplative journaling, 
contemplative dialogue, and contemplative walking (Magee, 2010, http://
ssrn.com/abstract=1689769). She said: 

These practices have, in the contemporary discourse, been hailed for their 
capacity to assist lawyers in better handling the pressures and demands of law-
yering on the day-to-day level, that is, they have been embraced, most-widely, 
as exercises for stress-reduction. … the incorporation of these practices into 
legal education and the practice of law portends a fundamental reshaping 
of the foundations of a lawyer’s sources of both practical knowledge and ethical 
grounding, serving as both fresh epistemology, and internally- generated, profes-
sionally consistent ethics. (Magee, 2010, p. 3)

Another scholar, Harold Roth, says: 

While various methods to attain contemplative states of consciousness can be 
found in such religious practices as chanting, prayer, ritual performance, and 
meditation, such states can also be found in a wide variety of nonreligious 
practices, such as music, dance, drama, poetry and prose, painting, sculpting, 
and even mindful observation of the natural world. (Roth, 2006, p. 1789)

So contemplative methods can take many forms and I believe that they 
hold the key for us to revive the wisdom within us. They open up what we 
already have as primordial abilities, that is, direct sensing, intuition, un-
divided consciousness, and deep knowing in the heart. Reaching inward 
through various contemplative methods, we can reach beyond our ego to 
the subconscious mind, then to the unselfconscious mind, to Tao, or the 
Source of All That Is. In Taoism, Tao is energy and a consciousness fi eld 
that births the cosmos, the solar system, the human being and All That Ex-
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ist. Tao makes the cosmos out of love, and recedes to invisibility (humility). 
Hence Confucius, Jesus, Mohammad, Gandhi (1999), Martin Luther King 
(1963) and Mother Teresa all put love as the fi rst and primary quality for 
an enlightened human beings. Gandhi (1999) and King (1963) both call 
love as the most fundamental energy that powers life. In many religious 
and spiritual cultivation through reaching the source of Love we embrace 
compassion for all. The knowing of the Love gives rise to wisdom, which 
signifi es a sense of interconnection, a higher purpose for life, and deeply 
embodied knowing of the virtue-based principles of the universe.

When we have wisdom enhanced by the virtues of love, compassion, and 
unity, our conscious decision making would not rely only on our “intellec-
tual center,” but also our emotional center, which is linked to the “unself-
conscious” where virtues are the foundation (Culham, 2012). 

Our classrooms can be labs for refl ections and explorations of the self 
and the larger Self. In terms of pedagogy, for example, instead of only using 
“critical third person study,” we can also employ “critical fi rst person study.” 
This directly brings ourselves into doing and experiencing what we study 
as a third person. Roth adopted in his teaching of Buddhist and Taoist phi-
losophies with contemplative practices for the students to experience and 
embody the teaching (Roth, 2006, pp. 1787–1815)

Both Bai et al. (2006) and Roth (2006) are critical of the current educa-
tion that treats what students study as “objects,” separated from their be-
ing. Education must turn inward, and combine inner experience with outer 
learning. As Roth (2006) says:

Current North American higher education is dominated by what we might 
call third-person learning. We observe, analyze, record, and discuss a whole 
variety of subjects at a distance, as something ‘‘out there,’’ as if they were solely 
objects and our own subjectivity in viewing them does not exist. Certainly 
there are exceptions to this; in courses in public speaking, studio art, the-
ater, language acquisition, music, and all science class laboratories, including 
those in environmental studies, students combine third-person approaches 
with direct fi rsthand experience of what they are studying. But in the humani-
ties, we tend to value third-person learning at the expense of all other forms. 
(p. 1790)

Education should enable direct, intuitive learning for body based experi-
ence, person to things experience, and person to person experience (Bai, 
2009) It should focus on interbeing, intersubjectivity, seeing and living body 
and nature as alive, fl owing, expansive, and interpenetrating (Bai, 2009). 

SOME INDICATION OF LEVELS OF AN EXPANDED SELF

I posit that there are three levels of an expanded Self:
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• Awareness level
• Energy level
• Virtue level

The awareness level should incorporate awareness of one’s self in 
connection with other human beings; an awareness of one’s integral 
existence with the environment, and with all existence in nature; an 
awareness of existence beyond the three dimensional world; an awareness 
of the divine purposes of all life’s experiences; and an awareness of the 
unity of all existence. This awareness is equivalent to direct feeling, direct 
experience, “interbeing,” and “intersubjectivity” (Bai et al, 2010). 

Energy is required for one to reach a higher level of awareness. Hence, 
tai chi, qigong, yoga are some methods that bring up the energy of people. 
Qi, a Chinese concept of bio-informational spiritual energy, exist in every-
thing, and is connected to everything. Qi can be cultivated, accumulated 
and it can transform the human body to open up and connect with the en-
ergy of all existence and hence elevate one’s awareness to a higher level. Qi 
accumulation requires vigorous cultivation by practitioners. In traditional 
East Asian education, qi cultivation, called qigong, is required if any real 
learning is to be obtained by disciples of Confucianism, Taoism and Bud-
dhism. Qi has the yin and yang aspects. Cultivating qi enables one to see 
and feel the different forces affecting life, and understand the complemen-
tary, as well as dialectical dimensions of life. It enables one to feel and expe-
rience that all existence has energy, awareness, spirit, and life, and we are 
one element in the web of life. This aspect of education, if integrated into 
higher education, can help integrate the body, mind and spirit.

Hence, contemporary higher education should encourage an element 
of “meditation lab” (Roth, 2006, p. 1790), in which students actually do the 
meditation, and also do refl ection through journaling and sharing of expe-
riences. Through breathing techniques and visualization, and through ad-
justment of mind and body and cultivating “qi” energy, one can penetrate 
realms which we call the subconscious and the collective unselfconscious 
and unconscious (Culham, 2012), therefore reaching Tao, which is rooted 
in the virtues we have outlined.

Virtue undergirds qi cultivation, as all existence has energy and virtue 
guides the energy. Hence, one’s Virtue Level is connected to and deter-
mines and undergirds the fi rst two levels, the Awareness Level and the En-
ergy Level. Virtues cultivation is key to heightening one’s awareness and 
energies. This means we need to take active and conscious actions to seek 
alignment of our intentions, thoughts, words and deeds with all other life 
forms as energy existence, so that we get energy support while we also con-
tribute our own energy. It cannot be emphasized enough that virtues are 
critical for raising our awareness and energy levels. This notion is grounded 
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in the notion that the function of the universe is based on cooperation, rec-
iprocity and interconnectedness. The stars in the sky do not orbit randomly. 
It is the virtues of cooperation and interdependence that allow them to 
not clash into each other and to remain in orbits. Likewise, what maintains 
human life and society are virtues like compassion, love, care, community 
and solidarity. Hence we never have a separate “self,” but an interconnected 
Self. There is an underlying unity in all that exist, as scientist David Bohm 
(1980) calls it, an “implicate order,” and as Carl Jung (1981) calls it, “the 
collective unconscious.” Expanding our self to become our larger Self is to 
align our body, mind, heart, and spirit with all that exist, through not only 
intellectual development but more importantly our emotional develop-
ment and virtues cultivation. This is the new paradigm I intend to advocate 
in this article. 

Science is echoing the claims of religions, spiritual traditions and con-
templative practitioners. In neuroscience, Fran Grace (2011) mentioned 
many researches who fi nd that contemplative practices have one or many 
of the following effects: 

• Enhance brain functioning: 
• Improve learning, attentional capacity, and intellectual creativity; 
• Enhance psychological functioning:
• Decrease aggression and hostility 
• Enhance bodily health
• Enhance work performance
• Increase job satisfaction (p. 112)

REFLECTION AND CONCLUSION

Inner work, as Tom Culham (2012) calls it, is needed, to achieve a clear 
sense of our true nature, which is divine, unselfi sh, loving, and unifi ed. 
This calls for a new form of education, that is, wisdom based education. 
Through tapping into the inner wisdom of love, students open their hearts 
to see one another as connected by our common humanity and become 
messengers to bring peace and harmony to the world.

Contemplative pedagogy engenders a self transformation which involves 
a conscious effort in seeking connection with our inner selves and others. 
We have many problems in this world, and we want to transform this world, 
however, true reformers are those who take great pains to transform them-
selves before they transform others (Lin, 2006). 

To sincerely ponder the question—what is the ultimate goal of educa-
tion, this article calls for a paradigm shift towards education for wisdom, 
in which educators contemplate what matters the most in our lives, and 
both teachers and students need to examine the fundamental causes of hu-
man suffering and happiness. A worldview based on an individualistic and 
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ego-based self can no longer sustain our existence. Drawing from teach-
ings from religions and spiritual teachings of the world (Brantmeier, Lin, 
& Miller, 2010), we can transform our education and help the new genera-
tions to transcend their small selves, and to grow into an all-encompassing 
greater Self that honor all living beings with love and compassion. The ar-
ticle argues:

• Wisdom based education necessarily requires self transformation;
• Self transformation touches the subconscious, the unselfconscious 

and the unconscious realms;
• Self transformation must be embodied, lived, experienced;
• Social transformation is made possible through self transformation
• Intents, words and actions of individuals can all engender social and 

personal transformation, as it is recognized that humans and the 
whole universe works as an interconnected web and subtle energy. 

To connect the body, mind and spirit of the students, we must work with 
students’ subconscious and unconscious mind with contemplative meth-
ods. This article sheds light on how to change education from mechanistic 
and individualistic to holistic and embodied. With concrete efforts, we can 
transform education into a new paradigm. 

What is the ultimate goal of education? We should not be shy in asking 
this question. The question of human soul, human destiny and cultivation 
of wisdom has a huge implication for the building of lasting peace and a 
sustainable world. Education needs to address the major questions facing 
the world, not by imposing more standards and escalating competitions, 
but by greatly enhancing schools’ roles to nourish the soul of students (Kes-
sler, 2000), and to fi ll the students’ heart with love for All (Lin, 2006; Nava, 
2001). As Harold Roth puts it:

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 edu-
cation 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 (p. 
1787).
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CHAPTER 3

EXPLORING UNCONSCIOUS 
EMBODIED ETHICAL 
TRANSFORMATION

Perspectives from Daoist Body-Mind 
Contemplative Practices

Tom Culham

WHY EMBODIED ETHICS

We all experience the infl uence of the body on the mind. For example, 
when we are physically tired, it is more diffi cult to concentrate or when 
we are rested we able to complete work more quickly and apparently with 
less mental effort. Similarly when we are emotionally calm and content it 
is easier to perform mental tasks. These everyday experiences suggest that 
the body and emotions support and infl uence our ability to function men-
tally. What if the body, emotions, and the unconscious play a much more 
signifi cant role in our mental lives? What if these elements are critical foun-
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dations of our knowledge and ability to learn? What if given the right condi-
tions they can transform our way of being and behavior in the world?

This chapter addresses the question: Can Daoist body-mind contempla-
tive practices be a vehicle for ethical sensibility and provide insights for 
new approaches to ethics education? I begin with a consideration of re-
cent fi ndings of neuroscience that suggest ethical decision making is closely 
linked to the body, emotions and unconscious processes. This overturns 
long held views that ethical decisions are made consciously and rationally. I 
note that while neuroscience tells us that the body and emotions are impor-
tant, it provides little guidance on the specifi cs of ethics education. I sug-
gest there is a bias in educational practice on conscious rational processes 
and a lack of knowledge of the potential of approaches that address the 
body, emotions and unconscious to transform and educate. Given recent 
neuroscience fi ndings, the lack of detail on how to go about ethics educa-
tion, and our bias to conscious processes where does one turn? I argue 
we can learn from the ancient Chinese Daoist tradition that emphasizes 
the importance of a holistic approach taking into account the body, emo-
tions and unconscious through contemplative practices that contribute to 
well being of which ethics is a critical component. I note that one of the 
outcomes of contemplative practices discovered through neuroscience is 
an enhanced ability to effortlessly and spontaneously regulate emotions, a 
critical aspect of behaving ethically. I propose, based on neuroscience and 
positive psychological perspectives that contemplative practices engage in-
trinsic unconscious transformative and healing properties of the brain that 
can result in behaviour change and cognitive insight. Finally, I offer sugges-
tions on how to engage these capabilities based on the Daoist tradition and 
current science.

The impetus for consideration of alternative modes of ethics education 
began for me with a problem that has engaged business academics for some 
time (Felton & Sims, 2005) and that is, implementing effective ethics ped-
agogy. A comprehensive study of business school ethics education found 
little change in the ethical behaviour of students suggesting that current 
approaches are not effective (Waples, Antes, Murphy, Connelly, & Mum-
ford, 2009). There is much debate in business academia regarding what 
constitutes effective ethics education (Fredrick, 2008; Waples et al., 2009).
Fredrick (2008) and Ghoshal (2005) suggested that the problem is root-
ed in the narrow rationalist mind set of business schools. Ghoshal (2005) 
held that in this environment the role of human values and intentionality 
has been removed from consideration, resulting in “ideologically inspired 
amoral theories . . . [which] have actively freed their students from any 
sense of moral responsibility’’ (p. 76). The emphasis on rational approach-
es to ethics education is contrary to a large body of neuroscience fi ndings 
indicating that decisions are made fi rst in the unconscious portion of the 
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brain related to emotions and the body and later a message is sent to the 
conscious part of the brain where it “feels” like the decision was made (Cot-
terill, 1998; Greene & Haidt, 2002). Cotterill (1998) articulated the role 
of the consciousness and unconscious in the following way. Consciousness 
provides an awareness that observes the environment and memory for “the 
signifi cance of its intended action” (p. 344) while the unconscious chooses 
the action to be taken. Therefore, consciousness is an “indispensible ser-
vant of the unconscious” (Cotterill, 1998, p. 344). Haidt (2001) stated that 
conscious moral reasoning “is usually a post hoc construction, generated af-
ter a judgment has been reached” (p. 814). These fi ndings challenge long 
held western views of the role of reason, emotion and the unconscious in 
ethical decision making and open the door to consideration of different 
approaches which I believe may be applicable to all ethics education as the 
neuroscience and psychological fi ndings considered here have a general 
application. Now I turn to consider a little more detail regarding the signifi -
cance and implication of neuroscience fi ndings.

NEUROSCIENCE DISCOVERIES REGARDING THE 
INTEGRATION OF BODY, EMOTIONS AND MIND

In 1994, Damasio fi rst articulated the critical role of emotions in decision 
making generally and in respect of ethics. Damasio (1994) concluded “that 
feelings are a powerful infl uence on reason, that the brain systems required 
by the former are enmeshed in those needed by the latter, and that such 
specifi c systems are interwoven with those which regulate the body” (p. 
245). Later, he observed that the body, emotions, feelings, and the mind 
are “disparate manifestations of a single seamlessly interwoven human or-
ganism” (Damasio, 2003, p. 7). Building on this work, Bechara, Damasio 
and Bar-on (2007) concluded that neuroscience has turned on its head the 
long standing notion that cognitive processing and reason forms “the basis 
of sound decisions” while “emotions can only cloud the mind and interfere 
with good judgment” and in fact, “good decision making depends on effec-
tive processing of emotions” (2007, pp. 273).

Not only has our understanding of how ethical decisions changed, our 
understanding of the nature of reason has been transformed. Lakoff and 
Johnson (1999) held that reason is not completely conscious, but mostly 
unconscious, not dispassionate, but emotionally engaged. They stated that: 
“it is a rule of thumb among cognitive scientists that unconscious thought 
is 95% of all thought—and that may be a serious underestimate” (Lakoff & 
Johnson, 1999, p. 13). Further, all thought is completely shaped and struc-
tured by unconscious thought without which conscious thought would not 
be possible. That is, “all of our knowledge and beliefs are framed in terms 
of a conceptual system that resides mostly in the cognitive unconscious” 
and “unless we know our cognitive unconscious fully and intimately, we can 
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neither know ourselves nor truly understand the basis of our moral judg-
ments, our conscious deliberations, and our philosophy” (Lakoff & John-
son, 1999, p. 15). They conclude:

What we call “mind” is really embodied. There is no true separation of mind 
and body. These are not two independent entities that somehow come to-
gether and couple. The word mental picks out those bodily capacities and 
performances that constitute our awareness and determine our creative and 
constructive responses to the situations we encounter. Mind isn’t some myste-
rious abstract entity that we bring to bear on experience. Rather mind is part 
of the very structure and fabric of our interactions with our world. (p. 266)

Thus the discoveries of neuroscientists have shifted the focus of our un-
derstanding from a singular concern for educating disembodied conscious 
rational processes to one that is more balanced through incorporating con-
siderations of the totality of what it means to be human including the body, 
emotions and unconscious.

EXAMPLES OF BIAS TO COGNITION

It is important to emphasize the implications of the foregoing as I believe 
there is a long standing bias to addressing human experience and educa-
tion through focusing on conscious cognitive processes in the fi elds of eth-
ics education, psychology, and neuroscience.

With respect to ethics, Slingerland (2010) examined three models of 
ethics: deontology, utilitarianism (or consequentialism) and virtue ethics 
in light of recent neuroscience fi ndings. Deontology is drawn from a Kan-
tian rule based approach to ethics where ethical behaviour is guided by a 
set of maxims or rules such as “thou shall not kill.” Utilitarianism relies on 
a process of evaluating the costs and benefi ts of an action to determine 
whether it is ethical. The costs and benefi ts could be in terms of unhappi-
ness or happiness, justice, social costs and benefi ts etc. For example it is my 
personal experience that both the private and public sectors have relied on 
“cost benefi t analysis,” which is a form of utilitarianism to guide decisions. 
According to Slingerland (2010) these two models have dominated West-
ern academic, public and private sector ethical discourse since the Enlight-
enment. A common feature of both models is their assumption that the 
process of moral reasoning is visible and under the conscious control of the 
person making the decision (Slingerland, 2010). However, recent neurosci-
ence fi ndings as noted earlier, demonstrate that ethical decision making 
is embodied and based in automatic, unconscious systems and therefore, 
Slingerland (2010) argues deontology and utilitarianism are “radically in-
adequate” as moral models (p. 267).

Virtue ethics, on the other hand, is more aligned with current neurosci-
ence (Slingerland, 2010) because it works with emotions and implicit skills. 
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Traditional ethical frameworks developed by Aristotle, Confucius (Slinger-
land, 2010) and Daoists (Csikszentmihalyi & Ivanhoe, 1999), are consistent 
with virtue ethics. Philosophers and educators of the late 20th and early 
21st centuries have begun to argue for the merits of virtue ethics and have 
turned to the ancient traditions for inspiration in designing contemporary 
ethical approaches but its widespread adoption is not assured. The debate 
between those who argue that ethics is rationally based vs. those who argue 
it is implicit, embodied, emotionally based has gone on for millennia and 
not likely to be resolved because there “is no a priori way of resolving the 
debate” (Slingerland, 2010, p. 267). In any case up until very recently ratio-
nally based ethics has dominated Western discourse and practice.

With respect to ethics education, even where the recent fi ndings of 
neuroscience and the importance of emotions and the unconscious are 
acknowledged, there appears to be a bias to educating conscious processes. 
For example, Narvaez (2008) proposed Integrative Ethical Education (IEE) 
as “an intentional, holistic, comprehensive, empirically derived approach 
to moral character development” (p. 316), which is applicable to all ages. 
Narvaez (2009) acknowledged that the unconscious mind “dominates hu-
man functioning” (p. 147) and, among other characteristics, is the “seat of 
emotions” (p. 139). However, Narvaez (2009) in my opinion demonstrates 
a bias towards conscious processes when she states: “that the real work of 
moral judgment and decision-making has to do with the coordination of 
instincts, intuitions, reasoning and goals by the deliberative mind” (p. 147). 
I believe that deliberation and conscious mental effort are important to 
the development of moral judgment however, Narvaez’s assertion ignores 
Cotterill’s (1998) observation that the conscious mind is the servant of the 
unconscious mind and demonstrates a bias towards conscious deliberative 
processes.

I teach at the University of British Columbia, a Canadian university with 
good reputation and its motto is “A Place of Mind.” I am sure that few 
would argue with the idea that a university is a place that focuses on educat-
ing the mind, but if neuroscience is correct the motto should read “A Place 
of Heart Mind” or “Body Mind” but I believe, academically and culturally, 
for the most part we are not aligned with recent neuroscience discoveries.

Regarding psychology, Panksepp (2009) observed that cognitive insight 
is not the cause of personal change, but rather comes about due to an emo-
tional healing. This conclusion is derived from the observation that humans 
have inherited basic emotional systems1 from animals that were neurologi-
cally associated exclusively with the body. That is evolution has provided 
humans with the same basic emotional systems as animals which continue 

1 A description of these systems labelled “SEEKING, FEAR, RAGE, LUST, CARE, PANIC, and 
PLAYfulness” (Panksepp, 2009, p. 8) is provided later in the chapter.
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to be strongly associated with the body but are also intertwined with higher 
brain functions such as cognition. Due to the strong linkage of body and 
emotions in humans, it is possible to work more “directly with emotional 
feelings through the body than through cognitive inputs” (Panksepp, 2009, 
p. 19). Therefore, psychotherapy should use an approach that focuses on 
affect or emotion, resulting in an emergence of cognitive insight rather 
than its long standing emphasis on cognitive analysis (Panksepp, 2009).

With respect to neuroscience, Porges (2009) observed the body infl u-
ences mental states through neural circuits such that positive social interac-
tions have a calming effect on the body and the body can calm the mind. 
While this might be obvious to most, Porges (2009)observed that neurosci-
ence research has focused on higher brain structures (where consciousness 
resides) assuming they drive physiological and emotional experiences.

The notion there is something of primary value contained within the 
unconscious poses a challenge to our long standing bias towards educating 
based on conscious processes. After all I believe we see the unconscious as 
dark, mysterious, perhaps unknowable and even dangerous. And, I believe 
our bias and beliefs militates against the development of pedagogy that fo-
cuses on educating at the level of the unconscious such that we might bring 
about ethical development and personal transformation of students. Is it 
possible to educate the unconscious? Isn’t the unconscious by defi nition 
unconscious and unknowable? To attempt an answer to this question I turn 
to the ancient traditional body technologies of China that view the body 
mind as a unity, something that neuroscience confi rms is the case.

CONCEPTS OF MIND, BODY AND VIRTUE: 
DAOIST AND WESTERN PERSPECTIVES

Palmer (2007) articulates the cultural difference in the western and Dao-
ist Chinese view of the body mind in his investigation of the historical and 
social development of qigong in the latter half of the 20th century in China. 
Qigong arose out of the a need for a low cost widely available public health 
care system in the early 50s of Communist China due to a lack of western 
trained doctors and facilities. It was inspired by extracting the health and 
longevity practices from ancient “traditional body technologies” originat-
ing in prehistoric China (2007). Palmer elaborates on the signifi cance of 
the words “traditional body technology.” The term traditional, emphasis-
es that the technologies are known by the Chinese to have deep roots in 
pre-modern Chinese tradition dating back to prehistoric shamanism and 
carried through in the classical works of Laozi and Zhuangzi down to the 
present (Palmer, 2007). In this tradition and current Chinese cultural un-
derstanding, the body is not seen as separate from mind or social context. 
Rather it is seen as an all encompassing interconnection of “human func-
tions, including thinking, feeling, moving, breathing, desiring, ingesting, 
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digesting and so on” (Palmer, 2007, p. 9). Technology refers to specialized 
techniques that have been for centuries and continue to be the subject of 
“specialised and highly elaborate discourses linking different body tech-
niques to each other, as well as to cosmologies and intentional paths of life” 
(Palmer, 2007, p. 9). These technologies continue to be practiced today 
(Kirkland, 2004) and reveal a sharp contrast in Western vs. Chinese per-
spectives on the body. For example western sports training:

Develops power at the point of friction between discrete material bodies.Mus-
cles are trained against the resistance of external objects. The body’s power is 
measured against disembodied targets. Physical, mental, emotional and mor-
al abilities are the subject of separate training regimes. (Palmer, 2007, p. 292)

Chinese body technologies on the other hand involve the “concentra-
tion of all forms of power [physical, mental, emotional and moral] into the 
cosmic center of the body” (the dantian located just below the navel) which 
“leads to an inner connection with the ultimate cosmic Power” and “unity 
with the dao” (Palmer, 2007, p. 292).

Understanding how all forms of power [physical, mental, emotional and 
moral] reside in the body and the term “ultimate cosmic Power” requires 
some knowledge of Daoist cosmology. The term “ultimate cosmic Power” 
combines the two words dao (the Way, universe or ultimate) and dé (Power, 
Virtue, Potency etc.) which are considered in the Daoist classic Daodejing 
(often translated as the classic of the Way and Virtue) where they are closely 
related but distinct (Henricks, 1989; Ivanhoe, 2003). The term (dé) has also 
been translated as virtue (Nivison & Van Norden, 1996); ethical force that 
transforms others (Van Norden, 2007); moral force (Waley as cited in Van 
Norden, 2007); inner power (Roth, 1999); potency (Major, Queen, Meyer, 
& Roth, 2010), and that which nourishes (Lai, 2004). The term (dé) has a 
much broader meaning than the western version of power or virtue. Due 
to the wide interpretation of this term, in the remainder of this Chapter 
except for direct quotes, I refer to the word using the Romanized (pin yin) 
version of the Chinese word  dé.

Elaborating on the relationship of dao and dé, Meyer (2010) observed 
that whenever the perfect operation of the Way (dao) is present in the uni-
verse, dé is manifest; that is, “whenever any being or thing perfectly embod-
ies the Way (dao) in space and time, its unique Potency (dé) is on display” 
(p. 872). In human terms dé, “derives from perfectly embodying the Way 
(dao) in the workings of their (sages) minds and bodies, a state that for 
most people is consistently achievable only through self-cultivation” (Mey-
er, 2010, p. 873). Dé can be thought of as morality but, it does not mean 
that “Potency (dé) and Moral Potency (a moral component of dé) are two 
distinct phenomena” (Meyer, 2010, p. 873); rather, moral dé is part of a 
continuum with primordial forms of dé. Therefore, when Daoists speak of 
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nourishing and embracing dé, it is implied that this includes but is not lim-
ited to moral dé.

I believe that Palmer (2007) represents the Chinese word dé with Power 
in his discussion of the difference between how body power is developed 
in Western and Chinese thinking. Palmer (2007) held that, in contrast to 
the western method of developing body power, the traditional Chinese 
approach develops power (dé)“not through friction but through fusion, 
through entering into a mutually transforming resonance with the object” 
(p. 293). Another way of thinking of the concepts of fusion and resonance 
is mirroring or alignment as we shall see below in the description of cultiva-
tion of dé (Roth, 1999). The kind of dé that is developed can range from 
that displayed by regular practitioners who aspire to improved health and 
longevity (Palmer, 2007; Roth, 1999), martial artists, training at the Shaolin 
temple2 in China, who display extraordinary physical power, or moral lead-
ers who’s mere presence as moral exemplars infl uence others to be virtu-
ous through their life energy, qi (Csikszentmihalyi & Ivanhoe, 1999; Major, 
Queen, Meyer, & Roth, 2010; Palmer, 2007). I should acknowledge that 
Palmer (2007) chronicles some fantastic claims made by both charlatans 
and legitimate masters regarding the kinds of dé (Power) that can be devel-
oped through practicing qigong. Here my focus is on referencing aspects 
of Daoist contemplative practices that can be supported by current science 
and has some parallel to western thinking and practices. I leave it to others 
to evaluate whether the observations made can be supported.

The concept of dé and its cultivation by people may be closer to the 
Greek word arête which has a much broader meaning than the English 
terms virtue or morality. Arête includes the concept of expression of excel-
lence of both animate and inanimate objects (Nehamas, 1999). It contains 
three elements: “the inner structure and quality of things, their reputation, 
and the audience that can appreciate them” (Nehamas, 1999, p. 319). “Far 
from being confi ned to morality, arête refers to whatever it is that makes 
something a good instance of its kind” (Nehamas, 1999, p. 319). Another 
way of thinking about it is “the quality that makes something outstanding in 
its group, as the feature that accounts for its justifi ed notability” (Nehamas, 
1999, p. 319). Plato argued from a human perspective the most important 
element of arête is the goodness and inner quality or disposition of the soul. 
Therefore, while not the same as the Daoist concept of dé there are parallels 
in the sense that it implies something about the inner quality of things, it 
applies to all phenomenon and that in human terms a subset of arête has to 
do with morality.

Regarding the cultivation of arête in people, the ancient Greeks held that 
this was achieved through care of the soul. Hadot & Davidson (1995) refers 

2 Personal observation of monks on a visit to the Shaolin temple in 2007.
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to care of the soul as spiritual exercises, and Foucault (2005) who was in-
spired by the ancient Greek thinking, developed a current form of care of 
the soul and referred to it as techniques of the self. Hence forth I refer to 
these activities as inner work because I believe this phrase is a neutral term 
that encompasses the activities described by the ancient Greeks, Foucault 
and the Daoists.

CONTEMPORARY APPLICATION OF MIND, BODY AND VIRTUE 
CONCEPTS THROUGH INNER WORK

The term inner work “refers to refl ective practices conducted under the 
gaze of consciousness, and depends on the capacity to self to observe” (Co-
hen, 2009, p. 31). It can result in perception that is “felt emotionally and 
physically and leads to a deeper understanding of self and life” and opens 
up the possibility for personal transformation (Cohen, 2009, pp. 39–40). It 
is developed through: 1. Observing experience while being engaged. 2. Re-
fl ecting through memory after the initial experience is past. 3. Imagining 
possibilities. 4. Staying focused on inner experience. 5. Employing a variety 
of methods and perceptual frameworks that allow and facilitate inner work 
(Cohen, 2009, p. 40). Such methods include: exploring one’s life purpose, 
meditation, breathing practices, visualization, journaling, practicing new 
ways of relating to others and paying attention to one’s inner experience 
(Culham, 2012).

Socrates known for the iconic phrase “know thyself” held that inner work 
was the most important activity of life (Nehamas, 1999). Hadot and David-
son (1995) considered the Greek approaches to inner work and found that 
they resulted in a transformation of the individual, to an authentic state, 
and provided “a natural vision of things, which places each event in the con-
text of universal nature” (p. 83) and “the reward of joy as a consequence 
of practicing virtue” (p. 207). A systematic account of the ancient Greek 
inner work practices is not available as they took place within an oral tradi-
tion, (Hadot & Davidson, 1995). However, records provide an indication 
that they included: “research, reading, meditation, therapies of the pas-
sions, remembrance of good things, self mastery, indifference to indifferent 
things and the accomplishment of duties” (Hadot & Davidson, 1995, p. 84). 
Palmer (2007) held that the ancient body technologies of the Chinese mir-
ror the inner work described by Foucault who said that inner work“permit 
individuals to effect by their own means or with the help of others a certain 
number of operations on their own bodies and souls, thoughts, conduct, 
and way of being, so as to transform themselves in order to attain a certain 
state of happiness, purity, wisdom, perfection or immortality” (Foucault, 
1988, p. 18).

I am not claiming that there is a direct equivalence in the ancient Greek 
and Daoist defi nitions of virtue or the inner work practices they advocated. 
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This discussion rather, is intended to demonstrate that there was a western 
view that considered a more expansive defi nition of virtue and that the de-
velopment of virtue was considered to involve inner work activities intend-
ed to cultivate the self. This perspective was lost to academia when inner 
work was transformed from a way of living to intellectual discourse inde-
pendent of living in the middle-ages through the infl uence of Christianity 
and the rise of universities. During this period, inner work was integrated 
into Christianity and universities took on the responsibility of conducting 
intellectual philosophical discourse. In this role universities were not “re-
sponsible for educating people to become fully developed human beings, 
but to be specialists with the job of training other specialists” (Hadot & 
Davidson, 1995, p. 270).

Given that this is the tradition of the west why not leave things as they 
are? As mentioned at the outset, universities in our secular society are being 
called upon to provide ethics education. Unfortunately they have been in-
effective at doing the job and one of causes based on neuroscience research 
is an approach that is overly focused on intellectual discourse or educating 
rational cognitive processes. As I noted above neuroscience has found that 
the body, emotions, mind and reasoning are an integrated unity yet our 
tradition and educational approaches view them as separate and developed 
pedagogy that matches this thinking. The success of this approach has ad-
vanced many fi elds of human endeavor but it is showing serious shortcom-
ings with respect to ethics education. I therefore, return to consideration of 
the ancient Chinese approach to educating virtue dé where humans are as-
sumed to be a unity of body, emotion, mind, and soul. To do this I consider 
the Neiye (inward training) dating from the mid to late fourth century BCE 
(Roth, 1999) which describes body technologies that are basic to Daoist 
teachings and continue to be practiced today (Kirkland, 2004).

INVESTIGATING DAOIST INNER WORK PRACTICES FOR 
EDUCATION INSIGHTS

The infl uence of the Neiye was and continues to be signifi cant. Its prac-
tices were considered by Mencius, one of the most famous Confucians after 
Confucius, Xunzi, another infl uential Confucian, and incorporated in the 
Zhuangzi and the Daodejing—both considered canonical Daoist texts that 
were written after the Neiye (Roth, 1991; Slingerland, 2000). The Neiye is 
a set of poetic verses addressing the nature of human beings and derives 
from an earlier oral tradition (Roth, 1999). It describes a meditation tech-
nique aimed at achieving health, longevity, noetic insights (Roth, 1999) 
and serves as a manual for cultivating dé as a means of returning to the dao 
(Culham, 2012). It gives considerable attention to the importance of align-
ing the body, emotions, and mind with the dao and the concept of emer-
gence in the process of cultivating dé. At fi rst blush the thought of aligning 
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with the dao sounds mystical but the practical instructions of the Neiye reveal 
underlying assumptions regarding the nature of humans that may parallel 
recent neuroscience and psychological fi ndings particularly with respect to 
the role and importance of the unconscious. I believe as we shall see below 
that elements of this approach and its underlying assumptions can inform 
current ethics pedagogy.

The signifi cance of the unconscious in Daoist practice is illustrated in 
Ivanhoe’s (2003) observation that Daoists believed it was vital to: “return to 
the prerefl ective simplicity of Nature. (See chapter 48 [of the Daodejing]). If 
people do this, society too will “return” to the earlier, golden age of the dao 

.” (p. xxiv). Further, the signifi cance and reverence for the unconscious 
is highlighted in the stories of skilled masters found in the Zhuangzi, who, 
due to their alignment with the dao perform tasks spontaneously, perfectly, 
unselfconsciously, and effortlessly (Ivanhoe, 2011). In the following, I ar-
gue that the unconscious is practically and intentionally engaged in the 
Neiye instructions.

The Neiye makes the assumptions that if one aligns or mirrors all aspects 
of one’s life with tranquility, the underlying principle of humans, dé will 
spontaneously emerge (out of the unconscious) in all aspects of their life 
(Culham, 2012). Elaborating on each of these points in turn I begin with 
the concept of tranquility as it is critical to the practice. Regarding tranquil-
ity, the Neiye states:

For human beings the ruling principle is to be tranquil.
Pleasure and anger, accepting and rejection are the devices of human be-
ings.
Therefore the sage:
Alters with the seasons but doesn’t transform,
Shifts with things but doesn’t change places with them. (Roth, 1999, p. 58)

The above verse may be summarized as saying that the ruling principle 
of human beings is to be tranquil, or to be in equilibrium in spite of the 
vagaries of life (Culham, 2012 p. 135). The kind of equilibrium described 
here might be better understood using the following biological reference:

All types of cells have their distinctive metabolic traits, and they cooperated 
extensively in the normal state, as well as in response to stress and starvation. 
One might think that the whole system would need to be so fi nely balanced 
that any minor upset such as a temporary change in dietary intake, would be 
disastrous. In fact, the metabolic balance of a cell is amazingly stable. When-
ever the balance is perturbed, the cell reacts so as to restore the initial state. 
The cell can adapt and continue to function during starvation or disease.… 
Thus one of the amazing features of cell biology is its ability to maintain a 
state of equilibrium in the face of dramatic external differences and changes. 
(Alberts, et al., 2002, p. 108)
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It appears that tranquility as equilibrium or homeostasis (the biological 
term) is intrinsic to cellular processes, and given that humans are com-
prised of trillions of cells it may be an underlying and unconscious prin-
ciple at all levels of what it means to be human. The Neiye assumes that 
humans face challenges and vagaries in life, just as cells live in the presence 
of change. It counsel's however, that in spite of change one must maintain 
tranquility and equanimity (Culham, 2012). Hall and Ames (1998) provide 
a parallel perspective suggesting that tranquility is “not passivity but an on-
going, dynamic achievement of equilibrium” which “stands in a dominant 
relationship to agitation rather than excluding it utterly” (p. 49). Later I 
will consider neuroscience and psychology fi ndings regarding the signifi -
cance of physical tranquility, and emotional and mental factors on personal 
growth and development.

Moving to the fi rst and third concepts of alignment and emergence I 
propose below that they are intimately related and may have pedagogical 
implications. According to the Neiye, certain conditions must be created 
as part of the meditative practice in order for tranquility to emerge. They 
include:

aligning the body
aligning the four limbs
aligning the breath and vital energy (qi)
aligning the mind. (Roth, 1999, p. 109)

The purpose of alignment is to mirror or align with the dao of which 
tranquility is its dominant characteristic (Roth, 1999). It is implied in this 
verse that perfect alignment of the body and the four limbs with dao results 
in the physical manifestation of body dé and the perfect alignment of the 
breath, which is closely associated with qi, results in the manifestation of 
breath dé etc. In practical terms, alignment is similar to the process of fall-
ing asleep. Sleep cannot be willed; it cannot be forced; it can only be invited 
to arrive by creating the physical and mental conditions that enable sleep 
to emerge from within. Stated another way the more one mirrors or aligns 
with the state of sleep, the more likely one is to fall asleep (Culham, 2012). 
An important difference is that when one falls asleep one is unconscious 
but when one meditates one retains consciousness and an awareness that 
differs from that of usual daily awareness. According to the Neiye meditative 
practice enables an unselfconscious emergence of dé into one’s daily life, 
resulting in a natural change of one’s health, behaviour and attitudes in 
daily life (Roth, 1999; Culham, 2012). I speculate that this maybe the ori-
gin of the Chinese term wu wei which is translated in a number of ways but 
might best be summed up as “non-intentional action” or “effortless action” 
(Meyer, 2010, p. 897). Confucius and Mencius did not deny that the unself-
conscious expression of virtue was important;however, they gave priority 
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to conscious practice of virtue as a means of developing virtue (Csikszent-
mihalyi, 2006). Daoists on the other hand emphasized and lauded the ap-
proach of creating conditions to enable the development and expression of 
virtue and felt that the unselfconscious expression of virtue was the highest 
form of virtue (Culham, 2012).

This emphasis appears to have origins in Daoist cosmology. The Daode-
jing and Neiye contain many parallels that reference the ineffable charac-
teristics of the dao that lie beyond the capability of the conscious mind to 
describe yet manifest or emerge in concrete ways as dé (Roth, 1999). Juxta-
posing verse 21 of the Daodejing and verse 6 of the Neiye Roth illustrates the 
parallels regarding the ineffable dao between the texts:

Verse 14 of the Daodejing state:

We look at it but do not see it;
We name this “the minute.”
We listen to it but do not hear it;
We name this “the rarifi ed.”
We touch it but do not hold it;
We name this “the level and the smooth” (as quoted in Roth, 1999, p. 145).

Verse 6 of the Neiye:

As for the Way:
It is what the mouth cannot speak of,
The eyes cannot look at,
And the ears cannot listen to (Roth, 1999, p. 146).

Thus, both the Daodejing and the Neiye share similarities in the concep-
tion of the dao as ineffable they also share a paradoxical view that the con-
crete or phenomenon arise out of the ineffable (Roth, 1999): “the mystical 
philosophy of Inward Training,” describes the Way “as both ineffable yet 
concrete” (Roth, 1999, p. 145). Juxtaposing verse 21 of the Daodejing and 
verse 4 of the Neiye illustrate this:

Verse 21 of the Daodejing states:
As for the nature of the Way—it’s shapeless and formless.
Formless! Shapeless! Inside there are images.
Shapeless! Formless! Inside there are things.
Hidden! Obscure! Inside there are essences [ching](Roth 1999, p. 146)

Here things or substance arise out of the formless. Similarly, Verse 3 of 
the Neiye states:

Clear! as though right by your side
Vague! as though it will not be attained.
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Indiscernible! as though beyond the limitless.
The test of this is not far off:
Daily we make use of its inner power (dé) ….
Silent! none can hear its sound.
Suddenly stopping! it abides within the mind.
Obscure! you do not see its form.
Surging forth! it arises with me (Roth, 1999, p. 146).

Here the concrete emerges out of the formless. This illustrates the cos-
mological framework process of cultivation that places a value on the un-
conscious and phenomenon arising out of it. These concepts and their 
relationship may be understood better in the way chapter 38 of Daodejing 
articulates the role of the unconscious and emergence in the cultivation of 
dé (virtue). Chapter 38 states:

The person of superior virtue [dé] is not (conscious of) their virtue [dé], and 
in this way they really possess virtue [dé].

The person of inferior virtue [dé] never loses (sight of) their virtue [dé], and 
in this way they lose their virtue [dé] (Chan, 1963, p. 167).

I concluded the fi rst line may be understood as follows: “that the highest 
(character) virtue emerges unselfconsciously as a consequence of cultiva-
tion; therefore, it truly is an emergence of dé, the manifestation of the dao 
in humans (Culham, 2012, p. 127).” And the second line: “describes self-
conscious acts of virtue that are not an expression of dé because they are 
self-conscious and dao does nothing self-consciously nor for self-benefi t” 
(Culham, 2012, p. 127)3.

Therefore, the Neiye lays out pedagogy where the most important choice 
one can make is to engage in a holistic meditative practice that enables dé 
to emerge from the unconscious. A summary of the cultivation process de-
scribed in the Neiye (Roth, 1999) illustrates the steps of cultivation:

• Conscious alignment of one’s self physically with dao by sitting and 
breathing according to the instructions enables physical attributes 
of dé to emerge, enabling deeper physical stillness and a mental tran-
quility to arrive enabling;

• Conscious alignment of the mind with dao whereby one empties the 
mind of emotions, desires, thoughts, distractions, enabling greater 
expression of mental attributes of dé to emerge and deeper mental 
tranquility enabling;

3 These conclusions are based on Wang Bi’s commentaries of the Daodejing translated by Lynn 
(1999). Wang Bi was a respected and infl uential Chinese philosopher 229–249 BCE (Lynn, 
1999).
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• Further conscious alignment with dao whereby a concentrated aware-
ness on dao, enables “the numinous mind” attributes of dé to emerge 
and a deeper awareness of dao enabling;

• A more complete emergence of dao in one’s life whereby one’s be-
ing—including one’s health, behaviour, desires, and circumstances—
become aligned with dao, thereby maintaining conscious presence of 
dao in one’s life and one’s daily cultivation (Culham, 2012, p. 125)

I add that based on the Daodejing (Ivanhoe, 2003) and the Huainanzi 
(Major et al., 2010), the process above is also enabled through the pres-
ence of a teacher or master who is an exemplar of dé. The description above 
illustrates how creating the appropriate conditions of alignment enables 
emergence of the next level of cultivation. Figure 1 illustrates this process 
graphically.

There are several aspects of the practice that differ from typical pedago-
gy intended to educate the rational conscious mind. First, the body is con-
sidered indispensible and a foundation of the practice. Without a tranquil 
body it is not possible to move into other phases of practice. Second the 
practice delineates between conscious intentional action and that which is 

FIGURE 1. Cultivation Process and Outcomes
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unconsciously achieved. The individual is expected to exert their conscious 
will to engage in the practice of physical, emotional, mental alignment with 
tranquility, and in so doing higher levels of cultivation emerge from the un-
conscious. In fact the Huainanzi a text written in 139 BCE and intended as 
instructions for the development of future leaders of the Han dynasty held 
that of all its instructions, the most important activity a leader could un-
dertake to be an effective leader was to meditate according to the instruc-
tions of the Neiye (Major et al., 2010). This is because it was anticipated that 
the meditative practice of the Neiye would yield results through achieving 
tranquility. These results include: improved health and longevity, improved 
thinking and emotional well-being, enhanced social well-being and greater 
contributions to society through infl uence on others all attributes that are 
considered e vitally important to leadership (Culham, 2012; Roth, 1999).

These conclusions if substantiated are important from a pedagogical per-
spective. They suggest there is something intrinsic of value within humans 
that can be enabled through inner training which manifests in a holistic 
and positive transformation of the person’s being. This stands in contrast 
to our usual educational perspective that gives priority to educating the 
rational conscious mind with external knowledge through repetition of the 
skill, or knowledge to be learned as a means of transforming the individual. 
Now I turn to consider recent psychological and neuroscience to consider 
whether they might support the Daoist approach.

CONSIDERING DAOIST PERSPECTIVES IN LIGHT OF CURRENT 
NEUROSCIENCE AND PSYCHOLOGY

I begin with the questions: are there intrinsic properties of humans as-
sociated with holistic, transformation that can be enabled through creat-
ing certain conditions? If so what are the conditions that enable this and 
how might contemplative practices contribute to this? We are familiar with 
transformation as an emergence of healing that occurs when we experience 
minor cuts, strains, or injuries. That is, when we are physically injured, we 
create the conditions to support healing by protecting the wound through 
rest or with a bandage and or with a very particular and specifi c exercise. 
Further, we expect the body to heal without our conscious knowledge of 
how healing occurs. One can say that healing and transformation emerge 
given the right conditions. While Daoist transformation assumes the im-
provement of physical aspects of health it extends beyond the physical to 
include emotional, mental and social aspects of health as well. Is there 
something to this assertion?

First I consider the transformative capability of humans and the brain. 
Fosha (2009a) proposed that, “transformation is fundamental to our na-
tures,” and it is the term for “the overarching motivational force that strives 
toward maximal vitality, authenticity, adaption, and coherence, and thus 
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leads to growth and transformation” (Fosha, 2009a, p. 175). Transformation 
appears to be an intrinsic property of the brain: Doidge (2007) held that 
the brain “is always learning how to learn” and it is “like a living creature 
that can grow and change itself with proper nourishment and exercise”(p. 
47). Transformation may be inherent in the structures of the brain that 
support emotions. Panksepp (2009) identifi ed seven basic emotions “SEEK-
ING, FEAR, RAGE, LUST, CARE, PANIC, and PLAYfulness”4 that are “solid-
ly and consistently supported by a cross-species affective neuroscience” (p. 
8). These basic emotions are embedded in brain neural systems and have 
bio-evolutionary roots in all mammals that make them “active agents” that 
“seek to engage and understand affectively relevant world events” (Pank-
sepp, 2009, p. 9). Signifi cantly, the seven emotional systems likely depend 
on SEEKING because it is involved in all motivational processes. Motiva-
tion is what drives change, and it appears that SEEKING moves humans 
towards well-being because it is highly involved in “social-sexual bonds, lov-
ing feelings and even musical thrills” (Panksepp, 2009, p. 10). In addition, 
SEEKING is intimately linked to the brain’s cognitive processing systems 
associated with learning and thinking and “needs to be recruited for all 
highly effective educational and psychotherapeutic activities” (Panksepp, 
2009, p. 9).

According to Fosha (2009a) the intrinsic drive for growth is marked by 
the physiological response of hormone secretion concurrent with positive 
affects (emotions), enabling exploratory states of mind. Due to this posi-
tive experience, the brain is motivated to seek more, resulting in growth 
(Fosha, 2009a). If transformation is inherent to humans, one might ask 
what stops people from achieving their full potential? The drive for growth 
is counterbalanced by fear, and the desire to avoid bad feelings engender-
ing resistance where safety becomes the primary objective. The power of 
emotions such as anger and fear to overtake and overwhelm, familiar to 
all, cause many people to seek safety, resulting in stasis. According to Fosha 
(2009b) resistance to growth can be overcome by providing the individual 
with positive social and emotional conditions. She said: “positive affects are 
causative of, correlates of and the result of health enhancing practices” (Fo-
sha, 2009b, p. 254). Finally, Fosha (2009b) made the observation that with 
respect to transformation, positive psychology and contemplative practices 
converge because the “phenomenon under consideration are not the epi-
phenomena of a particular practice rather, they are qualities of mind that 
are wired within us, intrinsic properties of the organism associated with 
healing and well being” (Fosha, 2009b, p. 252).

4 “These emotional systems are labelled in capitals primarily to minimize mereological falla-
cies (i.e., part-whole confusions) but also to highlight that specifi c brain systems are being 
discussed” (Panksepp, 2009, p. 8).
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In simple terms I liken the proposals made above to our common experi-
ence that if we are physically injured, we create the conditions necessary to 
heal by protecting the wound and the body intrinsically “knows” what to do. 
One might argue that an emergent property of the body is the ability to heal 
itself. Philosophically, the meaning of emergence is debated. O’Connor & 
Wong provide the following defi nition: “Emergent entities (properties or 
substances) ‘arise’ out of more fundamental entities and yet are ‘novel’ or 
‘irreducible’ with respect to them. (For example, it is sometimes said that 
consciousness is an emergent property of the brain.)” (2012, para. 1). I 
believe Doidge (2007), Fosha (2009a, b) and Panksepp (2009) are propos-
ing that given the right conditions, growth and self transformation is an 
emergent property of the brain. If the brain is capable of emergent proper-
ties with respect to personal transformation, it is educationally signifi cant 
because it means that learning is not just achieved through transmission of 
information, experience and/or practice but also may be achieved through 
creating the conditions that enable the brain to unconsciously transform 
creating new possibilities and ways of being for the individual. To achieve 
this it appears from the discussion above that pedagogy will need to holisti-
cally address the body, emotions and mind. If this is the case it opens up a 
new and signifi cant pedagogical avenue for exploration.

Effect of Contemplative Practices on the Brain and Behavior: 
Neuroscience Findings

I now consider the neuroscience fi ndings regarding outcomes of con-
templative practices relevant to the development of ethics and other as-
pects of well-being. As discussed earlier in this chapter, a consideration of 
ethical models revealed that virtue ethics best approximates the way the 
brain processes ethical decisions (Slingerland, 2010), and that virtue ethics 
takes regulation of emotions and personal transformation as critical to ethi-
cal behaviour (MacIntyre, 1984, 1988).

Contemplative practices drawn from the Buddhist tradition have been 
demonstrated through neuroscience research to regulate emotions (Lutz, 
Brefczynski-Lewis, Johnstone, & Davidson, 2008; Lutz, Slagter, Dunne, & 
Davidson, 2008). Elaborating, Davidson (2010) held that the long term im-
pact of contemplative practices is a transformation of the innate emotional 
response of the individual observable in the prefrontal cortex of the brain. 
Tang & Posner (2009) who examined contemplative practices drawn from 
the Daoist-Confucian tradition and which I believe are similar to the “body 
technologies” described by Palmer (2007) also observed enhanced ability 
to regulate emotions after a relatively short period of practice.

I suggest several conclusions can be drawn from the above. First, neu-
roscience observations have discovered that contemplative practices en-
able innate transformation such that emotions are regulated, an important 
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foundation of ethical behaviour. In my opinion, these fi ndings justify incor-
porating contemplative practices into ethics education pedagogy. Second, 
the change in the emotional response of the individual is expressed sponta-
neously, effortlessly, or unconsciously paralleling Daoist’s emphasis on the 
value of the unconscious. Third I propose that these changes are brought 
about because contemplative practices engage the intrinsic transformative 
capability of the brain as suggested by Doidge (2007), Fosha (2009b) and 
Panksepp (2009). In addition to enhanced ability to regulate emotions, 
Tang & Posner (2009) noted that contemplative practices contributed to 
improved learning abilities and improved physical health indicators. Lutz, 
Greischar, Perlman and Davidson (2009) also observed that while the im-
pacts of contemplative practices on health are not well understood, a num-
ber of other studies suggest that they positively impact the cardio-vascular, 
immune and neuro-endocrine systems. Thus there are indications that con-
templation not only helps regulate emotions, an important aspect of ethical 
behaviour but may also have broader positive effects on well-being as held 
by Daoists.

As noted earlier, Daoist contemplative practice calls for physical, emo-
tional, and mental tranquility to enable growth and transformation to 
emerge. An especially important condition is the creation of physical tran-
quility, enabling higher levels tranquility to ensue. In simple terms this 
means that if one is physically tranquil, emotional and mental tranquility 
will follow. Each of these levels of tranquility requires the practitioner to 
create certain conditions appropriate to that particular level. For example 
sitting still in a certain posture engenders physical tranquility. Emotional 
tranquility arises when one lets go of desires and attachments to fame, pow-
er and material possessions (Roth, 1999, 2010). It seems obvious that a calm 
body likely contributes to calm and healing mental states. Neuroscience 
research however, for a long time focused on brain structures, where con-
sciousness resides, under the assumption they drive physiological and emo-
tional experience (Porges, 2009). Recent neuroscience research, however, 
has found that this is a bidirectional pathway, that is, sometimes conscious 
brain states affect the body/emotions and sometimes body/emotions states 
affect conscious brain states (Porges, 2009). This supports the proposal that 
creating calm physical and emotional conditions can contribute to changes 
in cognitive states (Culham, 2012).

An Integrated View of Body, Emotions, Mind

Today culturally and educationally we stand at a place where the mind 
and body are divided: where education emphasizes and prioritizes peda-
gogy that addresses the rational conscious mind. How do we design peda-
gogy to engage, the body, emotions and unconscious as rigorously as we do 
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the rational conscious mind such that we are consistent with the following 
observations:

• “What we call mind is really embodied. There is no true separation of 
mind and body” (Lakoff & Johnson, 1999, p. 266);

• Reason is not completely conscious, but mostly unconscious, not dis-
passionate, but emotionally engaged (Lakoff & Johnson, 1999);

• “Feelings are a powerful infl uence on reason, … the brain systems 
required by the former are enmeshed in those needed by the latter, 
and … such specifi c systems are interwoven with those which regu-
late the body” (Damasio, 1994, p. 245);

• “Consciousness is the indispensable servant of the 
unconscious”(Cotterill, 1998);

• “Good decision making depends on effective processing of emo-
tions” (Bechara, Damasio, &Bar-on, 2007, p. 273);

• Moral reasoning “is usually a post hoc construction, generated after 
a judgment has been reached” (Haidt, 2001, p. 814);

• “Transformation is fundamental to our natures;” it is “the overarch-
ing motivational force that strives toward maximal vitality, authentic-
ity, adaption, and coherence, and thus leads to growth and transfor-
mation” (Fosha, 2009a, p. 175), and

• The brain “is always learning how to learn” and it is “like a living crea-
ture that can grow and change itself with proper nourishment and 
exercise” (Doidge, 2007, p. 47).

Where does this bring us? I began with Lakoff & Johnson’s (1999) ob-
servation that unless we know our unconscious fully and intimately, we can 
neither know ourselves nor truly understand the basis of our moral judg-
ments, our conscious deliberations, and our philosophy. I argued that there 
is a lack of understanding of the contribution the unconscious can make to 
our physical, mental and emotional development, and our pedagogy lacks 
a coherent means by which to engage this aspect of our being because of 
the priority given to conscious rational processes. To inform pedagogy that 
intentionally addresses unconscious processes I considered ancient Daoist 
“body technologies” that give priority to the body and the unconscious. 
One of the underlying principles of this “technology” is the priority it gives 
to physical, emotional, and mental tranquility through contemplative prac-
tices as a means of enabling the emergence of well being. I propose, based 
on neuroscience and positive psychological perspectives that contemplative 
practices engage intrinsic unconscious transformative and healing proper-
ties of the brain that can result in spontaneous behaviour change and cog-
nitive insight. One of the outcomes of contemplative practices discovered 
through neuroscience is an enhanced ability to effortlessly and spontane-
ously regulate emotions, a critical aspect of behaving ethically. Other ben-
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efi ts of these practices have been indicated such as improved learning and 
improved health.

Where are we going? I presented a conceptual argument drawn from 
philosophy, psychology, neuroscience, and Daoist thinking that educa-
tors should be formally addressing the body, emotions and unconscious 
through inner work in their pedagogy. I propose that one way of doing this 
is by consciously working with the unconscious through inner work. Based 
on work conducted in my thesis, inner work includes: exercises drawn from 
contemplative practices, the construct of emotional intelligence, journal-
ing, and summarizing of inner experiences in reports (Culham, 2010).

It seems to me that we are at an early stage of exploring the phenomenon 
of working with the unconscious through body technologies or inner work 
and much needs to be done to explore this approach to education. Over 
the past 2 years undergraduate business ethics course have been piloted 
at the University of British Columbia that integrate rational thinking case 
based work with inner work (Culham 2012). Anecdotal evidence indicates 
that this approach contributes to transformation of students,(Culham, 
2012) however research needs to be conducted to formally evaluate the ef-
fectiveness of this program. In addition, I believe that to overcome the bias 
to the conscious mind in education, a broader approach is also required. 
Research needs to be conducted to understand the educational benefi ts of 
formally engaging the transformational capability intrinsic to humans that 
appears to be enabled through engaging the body, emotions, mind and 
unconscious in positive and constructive ways. 
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CHAPTER 4

DEVELOPING MORAL 
INTELLIGENCE

Global, Networked, and Embodied Approaches

Yi (William) Wei and Michael Wei

INTRODUCTION

We are living in a world that is undergoing a major transformation. Sci-
ence, technology, and globalization have enabled humankind to improve 
living standard and create material wealth in an unprecedented speed and 
scale. Such development however is unsustainable and will lead to serious 
resource and environmental problems, if the international community 
can not collaborate to effectively address these issues. Also, there are wide-
spread confl ict between rich and poor, between political parties and ideolo-
gies, between countries, religions, and cultures. The Arab Spring, Europe 
fi nancial crisis, U.S. housing, unemployment, and national debt problems, 
are just a few examples. In addition, there are widely shared concerns that 
without appropriate ethical disciplines and guidance, the awesome power 
of science and technology would sooner or later lead to disaster or even 
destruction of the human civilization.
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We can’t help but wonder whether these problems are results of the cul-
tural lag between the material culture (e.g. scientifi c and technology inno-
vations) and the non-material (e.g. moral and legal) culture (Brinkman & 
Brinkman, 1997).

In “The Price of Civilization: Reawakening American Virtue and Pros-
perity,” Jeff Sachs, director of the Earth Institute at Columbia University, 
emphasizes that “At the root of America’s economic crisis lies a moral crisis” 
(Sachs, 2011, p. 3). He argues that in developing the world’s most competi-
tive market society, American has squandered its civic virtue along the way. 
He writes that “Without restoring an ethos of social responsibility, there 
can be no meaningful and sustained economic recovery” (Sachs, 2011, p. 
3). In one of the most popular courses in Harvard University, and in his 
book “Justice: What’s the Right Thing to Do?,” Professor Michael Sandel 
(2009) indicates that cultivating virtue could help resolve ideological con-
fl icts between maximizing welfare (Utilitarianism) and respecting freedom 
(Libertarianism), two political philosophies behind many of social, legal, 
and policy debates that divide our societies and nations.

Many of the domestic and global problems that we are facing today call 
for developing moral intelligence. As the co-editors of “Debating Moral 
Education: Rethinking the Role of the Modern University,” professors 
Elizabeth Kiss and J. Peter Euben pointed out that “The question is not 
whether colleges and universities should pursue moral education, but how” 
(Kiss & Euben, 2010a, p. 1; 2010b, p. 17). They and others including for-
mer president of Harvard University Derek Bok have proposed programs 
and tasks, and discussed challenges in moral education (Berube & Berube, 
2010; Bok, 1994; Colby, Ehrlich, Beaumont, & Stephens, 2003; Fish, 2003; 
Nucci, 2009).

Two of the major issues in moral education are a lack of a substantive 
consensus about what to teach, and a lack of a well accepted pedagogy that 
will effectively improve the moral intelligence of everyone involved. In this 
chapter we will suggest a few practical approaches to address these issues, 
drawing from reports of previous virtue studies, from use of information 
technology and social networks in education, and from research results in 
neuroscience and mind/body meditation practice.

DEVELOPING MORAL INTELLIGENCE

A Quick Overview

Aristotle pointed out, “moral virtue comes about as a result of habit” 
(Aristotle, 1946/4th cent. BCE). George Washington and Benjamin Frank-
lin exemplifi ed personal development through aspiration and self disci-
pline that shaped their outstanding characters over time. Contemporary 
research and theories about moral development by Jean Piaget, Lawrence 
Kohlberg, and others have provided some insight and guidance about 
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moral education. Although there may be disagreement today about what 
morality means in a society as diverse as ours, and what is the best pedagogy 
for moral education, it should not prevent us from engaging in morality 
discussion and practice. Kiss and Euben noted that a variety of curricular 
and co-curricular approaches, from the interpretation of canonical texts 
and popular culture to case studies to service-learning to student-run hon-
or codes, can have a valuable role (Kiss & Euben, 2010a,b). Studies show 
that these efforts have positive effects on students’ moral reasoning ability 
(Berkowitz & Bier, 2005; Bok, 2007; Mayhew, Seifert, & Pascerella, 2009; 
Schlaefl i, Rest, & Thomas, 1985; Shea, 2009). Therefore, schools and uni-
versities should and can help students develop moral intelligence through 
activities of moral inquiry, judgment, and action.

Colleges and universities have rules and policies for students, faculty, and 
staff, which usually include requirements associated with moral characters 
such as honesty, mutual understanding and respect, and civility. As for moral 
education through curriculum, it varies from place to place. Moral reasoning 
courses are in Harvard University’s core curriculum for undergraduates. One 
of such courses, “Justice,” has long been among the most popular courses 
in Harvard (Shea, 2009). Princeton University also requires students to take 
“Ethical Thought and Moral Values” classes. Similarly, “Ethical Reasoning” 
courses are in Stanford University’s General Education Requirements. On 
the other hand, there are institutions (e.g., Caltech, MIT, and Yale) that offer 
moral and ethics classes but do not require all the students to take them. Nev-
ertheless, Yale University’s mission says that it is to educate students “through 
mental discipline and social experience, to develop their intellectual, moral, 
civic, and creative capacities to the fullest.”

In the United States, 36 out of 50 states have legislation that either man-
dates or encourages character education, which usually includes ethical val-
ues and moral action (Character Education Partnership, 2010). Seven other 
states also support character education without legislation. The remaining 
states have either bills, statutes, programs, standards, grants, or initiatives 
about character education (Character Education Partnership, 2012). For 
the past 10 years, the Association of American Colleges and Universities 
(AAC&U) has been working to develop a “Guiding Vision for Liberal Edu-
cation” (Association of American Colleges and Universities, 2007, p. 1). 
The vision includes “Essential Learning Outcomes” of students who gain

• Knowledge of Human Cultures and the Physical and Natural World
• Intellectual and Practical Skills (e.g., inquiry/analysis, critical/cre-

ative thinking, communication, and teamwork & problem solving)
• Personal and Social Responsibility

Again, the “Ethical Reasoning and Action” is part of the Personal and Social 
Responsibility, along with Civic knowledge and engagement, intercultural 
knowledge and competence, and foundations and skills for lifelong learn-
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ing. Over the years, studies have shown that moral education can improve 
students’ moral intelligence by various degrees depending on the pedago-
gy and student’s background (Berkowitz & Bier, 2005; Bok, 2007; Mayhew, 
2009; Schlaefl i et al., 1985; Shea, 2009).

As indicated above, character and moral education in U.S. is gaining 
momentum. It receives broad support in the educational institutions as well 
as in the local governments. For the sake of comparison, in some East Asia 
countries such as China, Japan, and South Korean, moral education has 
been required and regulated by the central governments (China Education 
and Research Network, 2012; Chu, Park, & Hoge, 1996; Ikemot, 1996). For 
example, since 1954, the South Korean government has not only developed 
and implemented a nation-wide moral education curriculum, it has also 
revised and updated it every 5–10 years (Chu et al., 1996). The Ministry of 
Education of the People’s Republic of China has recently announced that 
it will develop a new moral education curriculum for the country’s educa-
tional system from elementary schools to graduate schools (China Educa-
tion and Research Network, 2012).

Studying and Practicing Universal Virtues

America is a country built by immigrants with different culture back-
grounds. Recent census data shows that the country is becoming more 
diverse with growing percentages of Hispanic and Asian Americans, in-
creasing cultural diversity and pluralism. Different cultures tend to have 
different moral standards. One of the challenges of moral education in a 
multicultural society like U.S. is to decide what to teach and learn.

Facing a similar challenge of how to improve character of young people, 
Martin Seligman, then the president of the American Psychological Asso-
ciation, launched a research project in year 2000 to classify and measure 
“good character,” or character strength. He and Christopher Peterson led 
a team of scientists who spent 3 years studying 200 major virtue catalogues 
spanning over 3,000 yeas of human history. The results of their compre-
hensive study identifi ed a set of 6 universal virtues or moral consensus in 
all the cultures, philosophical traditions, and religions (Peterson & Selig-
man, 2004). These virtues are: wisdom and knowledge, humanity, justice, 
temperance, courage, and transcendence. They also classifi ed and docu-
mented 24 “character strengths” that are the ingredients of the 6 virtues.

Theses virtues and their ingredients are recognized and valued by peo-
ple of different culture backgrounds. Therefore when they are presented 
and discussed in the classrooms, it is less likely to have the indoctrination 
problem, and can be a practical solution to the “what to teach” problem 
mentioned above. Still, as others (Kiss & Euben, 2010b) also emphasized, 
moral classes are better conducted in dialogue and discussion format, 
which allows and encourages teachers and students to seek common ground 
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while respecting differences. In general, discussing and practicing these 
universal virtues in classroom and elsewhere in life is a good practical ap-
proach of developing moral intelligence.

It is important to point out that learning and having the knowledge about 
these virtues is not enough. It is even more important and essential in devel-
oping moral intelligence to learn how to make a decision and act on them, 
and how to become a responsible citizen to serve the society accordingly. In 
“Educating citizens: preparing America’s undergraduates for lives of moral 
and civic responsibility,” Anne Colby and her co-authors reviewed different 
approaches of moral education in the colleges (Colby et al., 2003). They 
identifi ed that there are approaches that focus on personal moral and civic 
virtue development and competencies, and other approaches that promote 
moral and civil growth through community connections and services, and 
approaches that emphasize on discussion and practice of social justice. The 
most effective approach would be one that incorporates all these. They also 
pointed out that a supporting campus culture is critical for moral educa-
tion to be successful. Therefore, support of college leadership is essential.

In “Character Strengths and Virtues: A Handbook and Classifi cation” 
(Peterson & Seligman, 2004), there are “Development” and “Deliber-
ate Interventions” sections in all the chapters regarding the 24 character 
strengths. The contents there may also be used as reference materials for 
developing these characters in moral education both in classrooms and in 
extracurricular activities.

Leveraging Information and Social Networks

In recent years, there have been more and more reports about universi-
ties and professors using technology to improved education in their class-
rooms and online (Coursera.org, 2012; Department of Education, 2010; 
Duneier, 2012; King & Sen, 2012). It is increasingly common in science 
and engineering fi elds as well as in social sciences and humanities to make 
teaching and learning more effective and effi cient with information tech-
nology (Bonk, 2009).

Based on the three learning principles that they derived from recent so-
cial science research, Professor Gary King and his students at Harvard Uni-
versity have shown how they were able to use online Collaborative Video 
Annotation tool, Collaborative Text Annotation reading and discussion fo-
rum, an archive of class communication, and other technology tools to sig-
nifi cantly improve the effi ciency and quality of learning and teaching in his 
class (King & Sen, 2012). New York Time has recently reported an online 
university using similar pedagogy to enable students to learn by themselves 
and from each other with online course materials and discussion forum. 
Their instructor “reads everything going on in the classroom, but gets in-
volved only if the peer-to-peer learning doesn’t work as well as it should. For 
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example, if a student asks a question and none of their fellow students was 
able to answer it. Or a student says something wrong and nobody corrected 
him or her” (Guttenplan, 2012, p. 1). The formats of these classes are very 
similar to the discussion and dialogue format that we suggested above for 
the moral education classes. This pedagogy and ways technology tools are 
used in these classes are good references for leveraging technology to en-
hance moral education classes.

In general, there are a number of commonly used education tools for 
people in moral development fi elds to consider, to share and use better 
lectures and presentations, to make course materials more accessible to the 
students and easier to understand, to facilitate broader and deeper discus-
sion among students and professors, and to tap into more external resourc-
es. We will show how these may help development of moral intelligence in 
the following examples.

High Quality Online Course Materials
More and more world class universities and professors are putting their 

course materials online for free. Stanford University, the University of 
Michigan, Princeton, the University of Pennsylvania, and 14 other universi-
ties are doing so through Coursera (www.coursera.org), and Harvard, MIT, 
and Berkeley have edX (www.edx.org). For moral education, videos of Har-
vard’s Justice Class are freely available online (www.justiceharvard.org).

It would make sense for the teachers and professors to use the best re-
sources available, and then focus their time to guide students, direct discus-
sion, and improve materials. This is a view shared by educators and innova-
tors including the former Harvard University president Larry Summers and 
the founder of the Khan Academy Salman Khan (Summers, 2012; Webley, 
2012). As a case in point, Harvard Business School now uses an excellent 
online accounting course at Brigham Young University for its accounting 
class. “Teachers’ role then shifts from being the sage on the stage to being 
the guide on the side” (Webley, 2012, p. 1), as some proponents of such 
pedagogy are fond to say. In other words, professors can use high quality 
online moral/ethic class videos, such as Harvard’s Justice class video, in 
their classroom, so they could potentially have more time to guide students 
to develop their moral intelligence based on their background and their 
inquiries on and beyond what’s covered in the class video and other class 
materials of excellent quality.

Online Encyclopedia and Knowledge-base
A high quality online encyclopedia and knowledge-base of virtues and 

character strength could be a powerful tool in moral education. There 
are successful precedents of developing such tools in other fi elds of study. 
For example, Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (http://plato.stanford.
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edu/) is a free online encyclopedia, written through peer review by fi eld 
experts from academic institutions worldwide. It was fi rst created in 1995 
and has received fi nancial support from both federal funding agencies and 
private foundations over the years.

The contents of an online encyclopedia and knowledge-base for moral 
education will include the universal virtues and their associated character 
strengths as we discussed earlier. The history, development, and differenc-
es of the moral codes all over the world will be covered. So will be moral 
development theories and practice. Such online resources would be best 
developed under leadership and coordination of an international advisory 
board of moral education which we will discuss in the following section.

Online Q/A and Discussion
Another much used technology application in education is online Q/A 

and discussion. Many universities have “course ware” (e.g., MIT’s Open-
CourseWare and Harvard’s Course iSites) which allows professors to put 
their course materials online. Such “course ware” usually include Q/A and 
group discussion functions. Some publicly available tools such as Google 
Groups and Facebook Groups can also be used for such purposes.

For examples, using these tools, students could express their views and 
argue online about the classic moral dilemma associated with the “runaway 
trolley scenario”; they could question and debate utilitarian view versus 
Kantian view; they could also discuss moral development and moral judg-
ment through virtue ethics. Professors and their teaching assistants/fellows 
would be able to answer students’ questions online outside of classrooms, 
and class discussions can also be done without participants being physically 
together. The contents of online Q/A and discussion can be saved for refer-
ence by others in the same class or future classes.

Newer and more advanced tools such as nb.mit.edu also allow users to 
annotate reading materials to further facilitate Q/A and discussion activi-
ties.

Social Network
Many recent studies have shown that social networks have a signifi cant 

infl uence on people’s behavior. For example, research done by James Fowl-
er and Christakis Nicholas shows that happiness tends to spread among 
friends (Fowler & Christakis, 2008). Network technology and applications 
such as Facebook, Twitter, and Google+ make it much easier today for 
people to start, maintain, and develop social networks. Social networks of 
moral inquiry and study, as supplements to other approaches such as pro-
moting moral and civil growth through community services and practice 
of social justice, ought to have positive effects in developing moral intelli-
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gence. And such social networks can and should continue after classes and 
last a lifetime.

Social networks of moral study and development can take the forms of 
professional associations, such as The Association for Moral Education and 
the Character Education Partnership. They can also develop from common 
interest of a group of classmates, friends, and other people. For example, 
the MBA Oath (mbaoath.org) is a coalition started by a group of Class of 
2009 Graduates of Harvard Business School, to “create value responsibly 
and ethically.”

Global Learning

To study and practice universal virtues and character strengths as dis-
cussed in the previous section, it will be especially helpful to learn with and 
from people from different countries with different culture backgrounds. 
There are already successful cases where professors use media, communica-
tion, and global network technology to teach classes to international audi-
ence simultaneously.

Professor Michael Sandel of Harvard University has been doing pilot 
distant teaching of his moral reasoning classes with students in U.S., China, 
Korea, and Japan simultaneously. He and his Chinese counterpart profes-
sors could jointly teach Western and Eastern moral thoughts without physi-
cally being together. Professor Mitchell Duneier of Princeton University 
successfully taught a free online course in introductory sociology to 40,000 
students from 113 countries (Duneier, 2012). “With so much volume, my 
audience became as visible to me as the students in a traditional lecture 
hall,” Duneier wrote. “This happened as I got to know them by sampling 
their comments on the forums and in the live, seminar-style discussions. As 
I developed a sense for them as people, I could imagine their nods and, in-
creasingly, their critical questions.” He also stated that “Within three weeks 
I had received more feedback on my sociological ideas than I had in a 
career of teaching, which signifi cantly infl uenced each of my subsequent 
lectures and seminars.” (Duneier, 2012, p. 1) Duneier summed up his ex-
perience with:

This is my cue. As I prepare to re-enter the lecture hall at Princeton this Sep-
tember and go back online in February, I am asking myself how I can translate 
the benefi ts of online technology to enhance the dialogue with and among 
my on-campus students, and between them and my online students around 
the globe. I had begun worrying about how I could bring the New Jersey cam-
pus experience to them; I ended by thinking about how to bring the world 
back to the classroom in Princeton. (Duneier, 2012, p. 1)
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An International Advisory Board of Moral Wisdom

In a previous section, we have referred to an advisory board of moral 
education to lead and coordinate online learning resources development 
for moral education. It occurs to us that such an advisory board would also 
be helpful to bring the world back to the classroom as Professor Duneier 
has hoped.

Former MIT and Caltech professor and member of the Chinese Acad-
emy of Sciences, Qian Xuenshen (Hsue-Shen Tsien) had a vision about 
the “Wisdom of Cyberspace,” i.e. synthetic wisdom utilizing information 
network ( , 2008). He foresaw that advances of information network 
and technology will lead to unprecedented availability of multi-disciplinary 
information and knowledge. It will also enable us to synthesize to develop 
meta-wisdom. He also pointed out that such wisdom of cyberspace will sig-
nifi cantly improve future education.

Indeed, global communication and information networks have enabled 
us to access information easier and faster than ever before. If we also make 
an effort to improve quality of online information, we will be able to learn 
and know even more, and become wiser even faster. An international ad-
visory board of leading scholars in a subject area (e.g. moral education or 
sociology) could help collect, organize, and provide high quality online 
information in the study area. In other words, they can help bring the world 
of knowledge and wisdom to the classrooms everywhere.

Pragmatically, an international advisory board of leading scholars and 
practitioners of moral education or moral intelligence could be elected 
through a nomination and voting process by members of professional as-
sociation such as the Association for Moral Education and Character Edu-
cation Partnership. The board members should be selected based on their 
knowledge as well as their reputation of moral excellence such as integrity, 
open-mind, modesty, and emotional intelligence. The members should 
represent fi elds most active in moral study and education, such as ethical 
philosophy, developmental psychology, educational psychology, and posi-
tive psychology. The major global moral philosophies should also be repre-
sented by the board members. The board, after elected, can create a formal 
charter and by-laws to clearly defi ne its mission, operation, member regula-
tion (e.g. term limit), etc. It could add new members from other profes-
sions such as school teachers, authors, civic and business leaders through 
similar nomination and voting processes.

The advisory board will help and support the moral education by collect-
ing, developing, and offering high quality textbooks, online class presenta-
tion videos, and online reference resources such as an encyclopedia. For 
example, If a well recognized best of the kind text book or lecture video is 
not available online for free for a subject area in moral education classes, 
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the board will lead a concerted effort to identify or to produce it and then 
make it freely available online.

The board will also make effort to obtain funding from government 
sources and private foundations for its projects to support its mission.

Neuroscience, Embodied Cognitive Science, and Mind/Body 
Meditation

Progress in neuroscience has revealed more evidences of the connec-
tions between our brain and mind (Begley, 2007), brain and morality (Tan-
credi, 2005), and even genetics and morality (Wilcox, 2011). These dis-
coveries are fascinating yet a bit disconcerting. Since at least some of our 
moral decision and behavior are likely hardwired to our brains and genes, 
how do we “upgrade” our brains and genes in order to improve our moral 
intelligence?

In the past 10 years, there has been an explosive growth of empirical re-
search on embodied cognition (Wilson & Foglia, 2011). It has been shown 
that some moral decisions are not based on conscious mind or moral rea-
soning. They come from emotional or unconscious habits. (Carey, 2000; 
Greene & Haidt, 2002; Slingerland, 2010). In other words, instinct or gut 
feeling leads to some of our moral decisions. These discoveries call upon 
us to rethink our strategy and pedagogy of moral education, beyond tra-
ditional approaches such as teaching classical ethical thought and moral 
reasoning classes.

A recent theory of moral development proposed by Narvaez (2006, 
2008a, 2008b) aims to develop both moral intuition and moral reasoning. 
It emphasizes motivational orientations driven by unconscious emotional 
systems that lead one to act in particular ways. Narvaez also developed an 
Integrative Ethical Education (IEE) model (2006, 2008b) that provides a 
holistic and comprehensive approach to moral character development. As 
she pointed out, there are many questions yet to be answered such as how 
we can help students develop self-regulation in ethical development (2006).

In this section, we will review some of the underlying research fi ndings, 
and point out how traditional mind/body meditation practice, in addition 
to its more commonly known health benefi ts, such as reducing stress and 
improving focus, can also help improve our moral intelligence. We will also 
suggest ways to incorporate mind/body medication as part of moral educa-
tion to enhance moral development.

Neuroscience Research on Mind/body and Morality
Increasingly powerful brain monitoring and imaging technologies have 

enabled scientists to observe brain activity during mind activities, including 
moral reasoning and decision making, identifying sections of the brain that 
are stimulated during these processes (Glynn, 1999). Our brains not only 
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react and adjust to our sensory experience, they can also change due to 
our mental activities, a phenomenon called neuroplasticity (Begley, 2007; 
Tancredi, 2005). Further research showed that there may be genetic depen-
dence in morality or our moral behavior (Wilcox, 2011). There are also dis-
cussions about whether morality is the result of evolution, and how much 
of it derives from nature (genetic inheritance) and how much from nurture 
(environmental factors) (Joyce, 2006). At a time when gene therapy and 
genetic engineering are hot research areas, it is not surprising that there is 
also discussion about creating moral brains (Tancredi, 2005).

Traditional Mind/Body Meditation and Moral Development
Before scientists fi gure out how to safely improve our moral brain geneti-

cally or medically, there are existing techniques that can help us achieve 
that. Mind/body Meditation such as traditional qigong and yoga are known 
to improve practitioners’ physical and mental health. Neuroscience re-
search shows that such meditation practice caused measurable changes in 
the brains of practitioners (Hölzel et al., 2011; Lazar et al., 2005). These re-
sults indicated that the meditation can remodel the brain to strengthen the 
qualities that are crucial components of happiness: resilience, equanimity, 
calm, and a sense of compassionate connection to others. (Gilgoff, 2010; 
Lucas, 2009; Salzberg, 2010; Sobolewski et al., 2011). There is also basic 
science research on qigong (Yan et al., 2002, 2003). From 2000 to 2010 the 
National Institutes of Health has increased the number of meditation stud-
ies it sponsored by almost 7 times (Salzberg, 2010).

According to a 2007 national Government survey of a sample of 23,393 
U.S. adults, 9.4 percent of respondents had used meditation in the past 12 
months (MCCAM, 2012). People practice meditation for various health is-
sues, including anxiety, pain, depression, stress, insomnia, high blood pres-
sure, overweight, and chronic illnesses such as heart disease, HIV/AIDS, 
and cancer. Meditation is also practiced for overall wellness (MCCAM, 
2012;  Salzberg, 2010).

American journalist and author of best-selling books Robert Wright wrote 
a piece on New York Times about his personal experience in a meditation 
retreat. He described how he developed “expanding circle of affi nity” with 
people and with the environment through the retreat (Wright, 2009, p. 1).

It was just about the most amazing experience of my life. ... I came away from 
that week feeling I had found a new kind of happiness, deeper than the kind 
I’d always pursued. I also came away a better person—just ask my wife. (And 
neither of those things lasted—just ask my wife.). (Wright, 2009, p. 1)

Wright’s experience is a testimony on meditation’s positive effects on 
mental state and personal behaviors. It also showed that the benefi ts would 
fade away when after the retreat he had “been living like someone who 
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hasn’t been meditating with much regularity or dedication.” (Wright, 2009, 
p. 1)

Mind/body meditation is pragmatic, the psychological and emotional 
equivalent of a physical training program (Salzberg, 2010). It cultivates 
kindness, compassion, and tranquility that lead to better connection to oth-
ers and with the environment. It is a powerful technique to cultivate posi-
tive emotion and improve embodied moral cognition.

Xiong and Doraiswamy (2009) reported recent controlled studies of 
meditation and cognitive or neurophysiological outcomes. In some of the 
studies, the length of meditation experience appears to be positively cor-
related to cortical plasticity. In moral development, this implies that medi-
tation, when integrated in education, can help make a brain more fl exible 
and therefore easier to be shaped into a moral brain. There is also a great 
analogy which says that you sow the moral seeds by cultivating virtue (learn-
ing ethics and trying to be virtuous); you nurture and harvest by meditating 
diligently.

Indeed, it was found that meditation helped meditators transform philo-
sophic belief into physical experience and “realized” truth (Pagis, 2010). 
Mind/Body qigong practitioners also reported (Wu, 1997) positive changes 
in the following areas that refl ect development in character strengths and 
virtues as identifi ed by Peterson and Seligman (2004).

• Wisdom/knowledge: open mindedness, creativity/productivity, and 
a passion for learning.

• Humanity: more caring, understanding, and loving others, more so-
ciable.

• Justice: citizenship, fairness, willing and capable to help, and leader-
ship.

• Temperance: forgiveness, humility, and prudence.
• Courage: persistence, stress reduction, and integrity.
• Transcendence: gratitude and optimism.

Enhancing Moral Education with Mind/body Meditation
Mind/body meditation has been taught and practiced in classrooms in 

both religious and secular settings as part of personal development or spe-
cifi cally ethics education and moral development.

In what the editors called the fi rst book of its kind about meditation in 
college classroom (Simmer-Brown & Grace, 2011), contributors reported 
that their students certify they benefi t greatly from meditation, both in 
academic work and in their life in general. For example, they found that 
“Meditation practice cultivated a reverence for all forms of life, no matter 
how small.”(Simmer-Brown & Grace, 2011, Kindle Location 4938–4939); 
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and that “Meditation teaches students to discern subtle ethical complexi-
ties” (Simmer-Brown & Grace, 2011, Kindle Location 4896).

In 2010, Harvard Business School professor William George and Bud-
dhist meditation master Yongey Mingyur Rinpoche jointly hosted a “mindful 
leadership” retreat, a secular process to explore the roles of self-awareness 
and self-compassion in developing strong and effective leaders (George, 
2010). An ethics course “Business and Management Values” was taught at 
the UBC Sauder School of Business where emotional intelligence and con-
templative practices have been incorporated in pedagogy (Culham, 2012).

There are general reviews and models on moral education that provide 
guidance for successful approaches to incorporate mind/body meditation 
in the pedagogy (Berkowitz & Bier, 2005; Narvaez, 2008b). The following is 
a basic outline of how to add meditation practice to existing moral educa-
tion curriculum to enhance moral education:

1. Make it clear to students that the mind/body meditation is a secu-
lar exercise for physical and mental health. Hire or appoint the 
meditation tutor accordingly.

2. Require students and moral class teachers to practice meditation 
together before and after each class for 10–15 minutes.

3. Assign homework to practice after wake-up and before bedtime
4. Require teacher and students to write journals of questions, under-

standing, feelings, progress, gratitude, etc. about and from medita-
tion.

5. Have weekly discussion of 1–2 hours about moral development and 
meditation practice.

We suggest making mind/body meditation an integral part in the In-
tegrative Ethical Education model by Narvaez (2008b). It can be imple-
mented and practiced in each of the 5 steps in her model: from Establish a 
Caring Relationship with Each Student, to Establish a Climate Supportive 
of Achievement and Ethical Character, to Teach Ethical Skills across the 
Curriculum and Extra-Curriculum, to Foster Student Self-Authorship and 
Self-Regulation, and to Restore the Village: Asset-Building Communities 
and Coordinated Developmental Systems.

Many university and colleges already have meditation programs in their 
health service departments or wellness centers. What we need is to include 
meditation as part of moral education pedagogy to boost development of 
moral intelligence.

CONCLUDING REMARKS

Moral inquiry and moral development hold the answer to the quality of 
life, happiness of life, and the meaning of life. We now live in a world where 
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people and nations are increasingly connected and dependent on each 
other. To insure that we continue to thrive on diversity, and to avoid mis-
understanding and mistrust that can hinder international collaboration, it 
is imperative to promote and develop moral intelligence on a global level.

Developing moral intelligence may help us make right decisions and do 
the right things, so we can live a happy, healthy, and meaningful life with 
our family, at work, and in our community, as well as with other people and 
nations, and with environment.

In this chapter, we brought research based universal virtues and charac-
ter strengths to readers’ attention and suggest teaching and learning them 
in moral education. We also presented ways to use information and net-
work technology to support and advance moral education, and proposed 
establishing an international advisory board of moral wisdom to advise 
and facilitate individual and global moral education. We then looked deep 
into recent discoveries in neuroscience, cognition science, and traditional 
mind/body meditation, and suggested incorporating meditation practice 
to enhance moral education.

We hope that these ideas and suggestions will encourage more discus-
sion about how to develop and implement effective ways to advance moral 
education.
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CHAPTER 5

TRANSFORMATIVE 
APPROACHES TO TEACHER 

EDUCATION
Becoming Holistic Educators in 

“Unholistic” Settings

Robert London

This chapter will explore the experience of students that were enrolled in 
the MA program in Holistic and Integrative Education at California State 
University, San Bernardino (CSUSB), a program that has worked with elev-
en cohorts over a period of more than 15 years, recognized by its students 
and the professional community as an exemplar program in transformative 
education (e.g., Duerr, Zajonc, & Dana, 2003). As part of our program stu-
dents take six program courses over a two-year period as a cohort, typically 
consisting of a diverse group of 15 to 25 students of varying professional 
contexts, ages and experience. To introduce this chapter, I will quote one 
student’s account of her professional setting,
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Imagine my shock . . . to fi nd that most of the theories of educational lead-
ers were de-emphasized in favor of political agendas . . . and teaching to the 
test in order to get school dollars. Proven curriculum and pedagogies were 
discarded in favor of drilling, pre-scripted curriculum, and anthology read-
ings from the class text. . . . I was a holistic teacher in an unholistic environment 
[emphasis added].

Unfortunately, this description describes the type of professional set-
ting in which most of our educators work. This chapter will focus on our 
students’ journey and their transformation from near hopelessness to 
confi dence in their ability to create a holistic learning environment in an 
“unholistic” professional setting, or how embodied and transformative ap-
proaches to higher education can be implemented in a setting in which 
many of the students experience stress connected with their work environ-
ment, fi nancial situation, and/or family responsibilities. Specifi cally, I will 
fi rst briefl y discuss our context, and then focus on our pedagogy, including 
a discussion of our framework and a discussion of the transformative com-
ponents of the program, especially our focuses on their vision of education, 
nourishing their inner lives, and building a supportive learning commu-
nity, all clarifi ed with quotes from students. Finally, I will discuss possible 
implications of this study of an “embodied path to wisdom and social trans-
formation” for other contexts.

CONTEXT

CSUSB is one campus in the state supported California State University 
system, and is a federally recognized Hispanic serving institution with ap-
proximately 64% female students, 40% Hispanic students, 28% Caucasian 
students and 11% African American students. Approximately 62% of the 
fi rst time freshmen students are fi rst generation college students. Many 
of our MA students experience stress connected with their work environ-
ment, fi nancial situation, and/or family responsibilities. A number of our 
students work in public schools performing poorly on standardized high 
stakes testing that have adopted methods inconsistent with a holistic phi-
losophy. To clarify, one student in the tenth cohort describes her situation 
entering the program,

I started [my fi rst year teaching] as a second grade teacher and got very per-
sonally involved with my students’ stories and worked very hard to connect 
their learning environment with their own life experiences. This took a lot 
out of me but I fi gured this was the way it needed to be. . . . My student’s needs 
came before my own needs. . . .That fi rst year I drove an hour to work, worked 
between 10 and 12 hours a day, drove another hour home and then worked 
some more. . . . I still loved teaching though. As I gave my students top priority 
in my life, the balance of my marriage, children, friends, extended family and 
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self suffered. I saw a future of burn out . . . Professionally, there was a lot of 
pressure to perform. Achievement on the standardized tests was the focus of 
my district. Administrators were constantly in my room and meeting with me 
. . . I put a lot of pressure on myself as I worked to make sure every student . 
. . worked to meet my ideals. . . . The team of teachers I worked with, for the 
most part, were burnt out . . . I considered that I might be headed towards 
that direction myself.

It seems appropriate to briefl y describe the transformation of this student 
two years later,

[Attending to my needs] used to make me feel guilty but now I can separate 
from the guilt and allow my own needs to become a priority when it is essen-
tial. By allowing myself to be connected to my own needs, I can see how I am 
more aware of my students needs and can help them to fi nd ways to get their 
needs met. . . . What I discovered is that inside of me lies who I am . . . . Dis-
covering and accepting my true self as a teacher and human being has been 
one of the most powerful lessons . . . throughout this journey.

She then quotes Emerson, “To be yourself in a world that is constantly try-
ing to make you something else is the greatest accomplishment.”

To further clarify, I will describe one student’s response to an assignment 
to experiment with methods that might nourish her inner life. She had 
practiced yoga in the past and thought this would be nourishing for her. 
This student had no time for this assignment with her perceived respon-
sibilities. She already woke up at 6 am and was unwilling to get up earlier. 
Refl ecting, she realized that she arrived at work an hour before the students 
arrived, and decided that she would spend about 5 minutes practicing yoga 
at home each morning before leaving, resulting in her arriving at school a 
little later. This little adjustment made a signifi cant difference in her day.

These quotes certainly are not a description of all our students and the 
schools in which they work. Some enter the program with signifi cantly less 
demands on their personal life, and some work in supportive professional 
settings; however, the descriptions give a sense of the specifi c characteris-
tics of our setting that are an appropriate focus for this chapter, specifi cally 
how embodied and transformative approaches to higher education can be 
implemented in a setting in which many of the students experience stress 
connected with their work environment, fi nancial situation, and/or family 
responsibilities.

FRAMEWORK AND METHODOLOGY

In this section, I will (1) explain briefl y my spiritual perspective, given that 
it is the major infl uence on the framework and methodology; (2) defi ne 
some necessary terminology connected with my spiritual perspective; and 
(3) discuss the conceptual framework for our pedagogy. My approach for 
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integrating a spiritual perspective in my professional work has been primar-
ily infl uenced by two factors. First, I have had a regular spiritual practice, 
both as a student and facilitator since 1975, at which time, after completing 
my doctoral work and exploring different approaches to spiritual growth, 
I joined a spiritual group in Boston primarily in the Gurdjieff/Bennett tra-
dition. I felt attracted to the comprehensiveness and consistency with my 
experience (and other teachings that I respected; e.g., Buddhism) of the 
theoretical approach, as well as the emphasis on applying the theory in the 
midst of our daily activities. In 1979, I completed a nine-month residential 
course completed by 76 students internationally, and included internation-
ally known guest teachers, such as Sonyal Rinpoche (Tibetan Buddhist), 
Sheik Sulieman Dede (Mevlevi Sufi s in Turkey), Sheik Muzzzafer Ozak 
(Helmeti Sufi s, Turkey), Dr. Edith Wallace (psychotherapist), and Venera-
ble Dharmawara Mahathera (Buddhist). Jelaleddin Loras, the son of Sheik 
Sulieman Dede, was a student on the course and trained a group of the 
students, including myself, to perform the Sema, the turning ritual of the 
Mevlevi Sufi s, during his father’s visit to the course. From 1982 to 1995, dur-
ing my time in Connecticut, I facilitated a group for adults in New Haven, 
and initiated a support group of such facilitators in New England that met 
a few times a year to discuss and refi ne our approaches.

Second, in 1997 a combination of events indicated to me that the time 
was appropriate to explicitly focus on identifying the implications of a spiri-
tual perspective for education, especially public education, in my profes-
sional work. As part of my research and professional work in this focus I 
created and directed the Spirituality and Education Network, which con-
ducted collaborative research (e.g., London, 2002; London et al., 2004) 
and organized six working retreats and an international summit, “Reclaim-
ing Wholeness: Welcoming an Integrative Vision and Transformative Prac-
tice in Education,” attended by 67 invited leaders in the fi eld. In addition, I 
created and assumed a leadership role in the Spirituality and Education sig 
(special interest group) in AERA (American Educational Research Associa-
tion) that has acted as a forum for sharing research in the fi eld.

TERMINOLOGY

In this chapter, I will try to limit the terminology involving spirituality to the 
concepts necessary to understand the framework for this study. The defi -
nitions given here are primarily infl uenced by the work of Bennett (e.g., 
Bennett, 1961, 1964, or London, 1998, 2001) and work with the Spirituality 
and Education Network (e.g., London et al., 2004). I will defi ne three dis-
tinct yet interdependent components of our experience as humans, Spirit, 
Soul or Being, and Body or Function. I am not denying the possibility that 
at some level of Being the three can be seen or experienced as one. How-
ever, for understanding our ordinary experience, including our experience 
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as educators, the division into three components seems useful. The fi rst 
component of our experience, the world of Function, is associated with the 
functioning of the material or conditioned world; that is, the processes that 
are predictable, observable and objective. Function includes the ordinary 
workings of thinking, feeling and bodily movements—not what a person is, 
but rather what we do. This defi nition of the world of Function is meant 
to be consistent with the use of the word Body in the sense of Body, Spirit 
and Soul.

Second, we need to recognize that there is a component of our experi-
ence that cannot be reduced to the functioning of the conditioned mate-
rial world that is a nonmaterial source of meaning and value for our lives. 
We will label this source as Spirit. As we are defi ning it, Spirit does not 
do things; it is that which impels or is the impetus for the action. The ac-
tion itself is a functional process. The fact that Spirit is connected with the 
unconditioned world makes it diffi cult, if not impossible, to clearly defi ne 
Spirit. Bennett (1983) states this diffi culty well,

With … [Spirit] there is the great diffi culty which we are always up against 
that makes it so hard to know what to say. Whether there is [Spirit] or not 
[Spirit] is impossible to say. Even such simple questions as ‘Does [Spirit] exist 
or does it not exist?’ or ‘Does it change or remain the same?’ or ‘Is it one or 
many?’ turn out to be meaningless because we are looking at a thing to which 
that type of distinction is not applicable (p. 14).

Given the diffi culty of defi ning Spirit, I will note that the wording “nonma-
terial source” is meant to point in a certain direction, and (1) “nonmate-
rial” is not meant to imply that theoretically there cannot be a materialist 
interpretation of what I am defi ning as Spirit, just that right now those 
interpretations, to me at least, seem inconsistent with my experience, and 
(2) “source” does not necessarily imply an external source (e.g., transcen-
dent source), but rather allows for an internal source (e.g., the True Self). 
This defi nition of Spirit implies an inherent mystery connected with the 
nature of Spirit. For the third component of our experience, we recognize 
the need for an instrument or a process to reconcile two otherwise incom-
patible worlds, the world of Function and the world of Spirit. We will label 
this component of our experience as Being or Soul. Being is connected to 
both worlds; Being can be understood as the instrument that allows our 
material body to receive and cooperate with impulses whose source is the 
world of Spirit. One interpretation of Being is that Spirit requires an instru-
ment to be able to manifest (in certain ways) in the material world and that 
Being is that instrument. Being is the component of our experiences that 
enables, facilitates or undergoes transformation, awakening or unfolding; 
therefore, level of Being will be defi ned as a measure of our general ability 
to reconcile the world of Function and the world of Spirit. In many tradi-
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tions, one level of Being would indicate a way of being in which there is no 
duality between the world of Function and the world of Spirit. In contrast, 
another way of being one is driven mostly by impulses from the world of 
Function (e.g., our ego, personality). The term “inner work” basically will 
refer to Soul work or work on Being, primarily our functional efforts to 
cooperate with impulses from Spirit.

To clarify the difference between Function and Spirit, Bennett (1961, 
1964) discriminated between experiencing an awakening in a moment and 
then “interpreting” (a functional activity) that impulse to imply a certain 
action—the actual moment of awakening is from the world of Spirit, but 
the interpretation and action taken (or not taken) is typically in the world 
of Function. The wording “cooperating with an impulse from Spirit” (or, 
“cooperating with Spirit”) in this chapter is meant to be consistent with ter-
minology from a variety of spiritual approaches, for example, “cooperating 
with the Tao,” “consenting to the Dharma,” “being sensitive to the recon-
ciling force,” “listening to higher intuition,” and “being an instrument of 
God’s Will” (see London, 1998).

PEDAGOGICAL FRAMEWORK

With this background material, it is now appropriate to discuss the concep-
tual framework for our pedagogy. The pedagogy of the program has been 
deeply infl uenced by my colleagues and input from our students, especially 
Dr. Sam Crowell who has co-taught and planned with me for over 15 years, 
and David Reid-Marr who during the past few cohorts has taught our third 
program course which experientially examines the metaphor of teacher as 
artist. Some of the principles in this section represent my revision of mate-
rial Sam Crowell and I co-wrote for professional presentations; therefore, 
I will use the pronoun “we” in this section. Although this section may not 
accurately represent Sam’s views, it seems more appropriate than using “I.”

A principle that we believe is essential is the need for the teacher to be 
open to, and cooperate with, what is needed. As stated by Doll (1993), ...” 
ends emerge from within process itself; they are not external to it. This 
means that prior to the process’ development the ends can be delineated 
only in general, even ‘fuzzy,’ terms” (p. 31). For things to work we had to be 
open to the needs of our students. We saw the primary method associated 
with this principle to be “not doing,” approximately meaning that we were 
careful not to let our habitual patterns of teaching prevent us from seeing 
what was needed. This meant a disciplined strategy of planning learning 
opportunities that we considered consistent with our vision, yet allowing 
ourselves to be open to what was needed and perhaps not considered in our 
initial planning. In terms of the previously defi ned terminology, I interpret 
this framework to imply being sensitive to and cooperating with impulses 
from Spirit and engaging in the inner work that supports that cooperation 



Transformative Approaches to Teacher Education • 83

at my level of Being. In addition, we have tried to implement a constructive 
post-modern pedagogy, particularly as implied by Doll (1993) and Oliver 
(1989), as well as allowing ourselves to be infl uenced by our work in iden-
tifying the implications of a spiritual perspective in education and studying 
transformative approaches to learning (e.g., London et al., 2004; O’Sullivan, 
Morrell, & O’Connor, 2002). We believe that post-modernist science reveals 
the inadequacy of modernism to explain a signifi cant portion of our experi-
ence, and that our interpretation of a spiritual perspective clarifi es what a 
post-modern pedagogy might mean in our context. Specifi cally, we see our 
pedagogy consistent with a spiritual perspective that acknowledges the role 
that Spirit and sacred experience play, including the principle that the edu-
cator needs to have a sense of the mystery of the Universe and the unique-
ness of each person’s role in the unfolding of that mystery. This implies 
that although colleagues, teachers, books, curriculum materials, methods 
of teaching and so on can all provide the teacher with valuable ideas, tools 
and support, ultimately each teacher must strive to understand his or her 
unique contribution, and develop a trust and confi dence in his or her sense 
of what is essential in his or her teaching. Our interest is not in defi ning ex-
plicitly what a spiritual perspective is, rather we affi rm its place and role in 
life. We invite theory to emerge from experiences, relationships and ques-
tions. Doll (1993) states, “These [post-modern] relations will exemplify less 
the knowing teacher informing unknown students, and more a group of 
individuals interacting together in the mutual exploration of relevant is-
sues” (pp. 3–4). I will note that in our work with our students in integrating 
a spiritual perspective we do not ask or expect our students to subscribe 
to any specifi c spiritual perspective, and we make it clear that a materialis-
tic or atheistic perspective can certainly be consistent with our framework 
and pedagogy. In fact, no student has ever complained that an activity or 
assignment was inconsistent or inappropriate given their personal beliefs. 
In addition, we and our students have found that the implications of this 
approach is appropriate in a public school school setting.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

The research process being used in this study is a process for solving sig-
nifi cant problems in a way consistent with a spiritual perspective (London, 
2002). A signifi cant problem is defi ned as a problem that requires a change 
in our level of understanding (our Being) for a meaningful solution or 
progress to occur (versus, for example, research that verifi es or supports 
our present understanding of an existing concept). Approximately, the sig-
nifi cant problem for this study can be stated as, “How can we facilitate a 
transformation in our students’ visions of education?” Briefl y, the process 
describes not only the functional aspects of the research process, but also 
the dynamics of integrating our efforts (e.g., inner work) with cooperat-
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ing with Spirit, and connecting with signifi cance. One assumption of the 
process is that we cannot effectively address signifi cant problems without 
recognizing the need for help from Spirit for a change in level of under-
standing to occur. The research process does not suggest specifi c proce-
dures, but rather indicates the dynamics of how the specifi c procedures 
for addressing a given problem naturally evolve from the process itself, 
including the inner (soul) work of the researcher. Although theoretically 
the research process does not limit the methodology, I have limited the 
methodology in this study to procedures and processes recognized as ap-
propriate in qualitative research (e.g., Lincoln & Guba, 1985), quantitative 
research (e.g., Maxwell & Loomis, 2003), and/or mixed methods research 
(e.g., Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004). Perhaps an appropriate label for this 
framework would be spiritual pragmatism, “A practical way of solving prob-
lems” (DeVinne, p. 973) without a fi xation on views and theories, and with 
an understanding of the dynamics of the relationship among Spirit, inner 
work and our functional activities in the process of transformation. This is 
consistent with a Buddhist perspective,

The Buddha does not demand that we begin our spiritual quest by placing 
faith in doctrines that lie beyond the range our immediate experience. Rath-
er than ask us to wrestle with issues that, for us in our present condition, no 
amount of experience can decide, he instead asks us to consider a few simple 
questions pertaining to our immediate welfare and happiness, questions that 
we can answer on the basis of personal experience. (Bodhi, p. 83)

Briefl y, in addition to our collaborative research for over 15 years that in-
cluded major summative evaluations and collaborative planning typically 
on a weekly basis, this research drew primarily from three sources: fi nal doc-
umentation papers by the students in the tenth cohort (over 160 pages), 
comments from the eleventh cohort’s summative evaluation, and a group 
documentation of the transformative components of the eighth cohort’s 
experience. The material was initially reviewed four times, each time refi n-
ing categories and patterns, until I felt comfortable with the clarity of the 
patterns. After identifying the patterns, specifi c examples from students’ 
comments were selected to clarify the patterns. It needs to be noted that 
this is not a traditional qualitative study in that I was studying a program 
in which I was integrally involved for over 15 years and certainly had opin-
ions concerning our approach. In addition, the program, in my opinion 
at least, has already been established as transformative based on consistent 
data from our students, studies and comments by other researchers, and 
my own observations. Therefore, the focus of this study was not whether the 
program was transformative, but what was the nature of the transformation, 
what contributed to the transformation, and what effect the transformation 
had on practice.
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PEDAGOGY

Next, I will discuss three interdependent components of our program that 
are consistent with the above framework and were integrated into all six 
program courses: (1) students developing a transformative vision of edu-
cation, (2) exploring how to nourish their inner life and the inner life of 
their students, and (3) developing a supportive learning environment. The 
major focus of our program is helping each student develop a transforma-
tive vision of education and clarifying how to implement that vision in their 
professional context. We expected their vision of education to be trans-
formed, in the sense of “a transformation in your overall view of teaching, 
resulting in a signifi cant change in the way you view teaching.” I will men-
tion that 92 to 100% of our students in the last four cohorts have identifi ed 
the program as transformative in this sense in their summative evaluation. 
In addition, many of the quotes in the following sections help explain the 
dynamics of the students’ transformation.

VISION OF EDUCATION

In exploring one’s vision of education we identifi ed three key questions to 
address,

1. What is my vision of education? This question is primarily a matter 
of connecting with one’s purpose in life particularly in the context 
of one’s profession. Clarity for this question allows one to “see” 
or “notice” opportunities to move one’s teaching toward practice 
more consistent with one’s vision.

2. What practices and methods are consistent with my vision? Clarity 
for this issue allows one to have a variety of tools to use to teach in 
a way consistent with one’s vision.

3. What is needed in my situation? Receptivity to what is needed al-
lows you to “see” what is needed to reconcile your vision and meth-
ods with your actual classroom situation. This process requires the 
teacher to maintain a strong connection to their vision of educa-
tion in the midst of the limiting nature of their actual classroom 
situation. The terminology “Seeing what is needed” is meant to be 
consistent with the described spiritual perspective, and does not re-
fer primarily to what we would rationally plan, referring more to an 
intuitive grasp of what is necessary (e.g., cooperating with Spirit).

The students described the transformation of their vision of education 
in a variety of ways, summarized in four (interdependent) patterns in their 
descriptions. The fi rst pattern was an increased feeling of empowerment 
and confi dence in their teaching,
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I’ve learned to be more confi dent in my understanding and abilities. This 
has transformed my attitude towards the educational process. I used to think 
that perhaps some of these tenured teachers in the school system were edu-
cational experts with their “drill & kill,” “practice ‘til it’s perfect,” and other 
mechanical methods. . . . I’ve learned that my understanding and methods 
are just as good.

A second student writes,

I feel lucky to have found a program that spoke to my soul as well as to my 
professional context. I fi nd a consistency between who I am on the inside and 
in my personal life and who I am as a successful professional. . . . while I may 
sometimes feel alone on my campus . . . I am more confi dent taking risks . . . I 
am a more confi dent . . . teacher and feel empowered to grow professionally.

The second pattern involved a shift from an emphasis on the “end product” 
to an understanding that transformation is an ongoing process that will 
continue beyond the temporal end of the program. One student wrote, 
“The revival [of my teaching] is ongoing even as I attempt to describe 
my journey . . . and will continue beyond this program.” Another student 
writes, “The changes were transformative . . . I see them [my goals] differ-
ently now. My goals are part of an ongoing process.” The nature of this shift 
is caught in the following quote, “my vision has changed dramatically since 
I started this program. Although I started off as a holistic teacher years ago, 
I quickly fell into the trap of teaching to the test and producing test scores. 
This program has brought me back to the [holistic] frame of mind.” This 
quote captures a typical pattern for educators in our region that teach in 
schools overemphasizing testing results.

The third pattern involved a movement from lack of clarity to a clear 
vision of education and how to implement that vision in their professional 
setting. One student wrote, “My vision of education was made clear during 
the program and I fi nd myself constantly fi nding random things that I can 
incorporate into my lessons that maybe other educators would never con-
sider.” Another student writes, “The program was very effective in helping 
me to develop a vision of education that fi t with my actual professional con-
text, rather than having just an abstract idea of what an ‘ideal’ vision might 
be without knowing how to implement it in my classroom.” I will mention 
that both teachers were in teaching situations not supportive of holistic ap-
proaches to education—their clarity concerning their vision of education 
allowed them to determine how to integrate their vision in an “unholistic” 
institution. Student indicated the signifi cance of requiring them to experi-
ment in their professional context, “I felt extremely supported . . . through-
out this process. I greatly appreciated that we were able to tailor every single 
activity to our own individual situation/context.”
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The fourth pattern involved movement from feeling isolated in their 
professional context to understanding the “bigger picture.” The two ex-
amples I will quote relate to earlier remarks concerning our emphasis on a 
post-modern paradigm, describing movement toward a post-modern peda-
gogy in institutions “stuck in a modernist paradigm,” unfortunately a com-
mon occurrence in our context. One student writes,

Today’s schooling is so crippling to students and teachers alike. It is based 
on standardized testing and superfi cial curriculum. I felt guilty whenever I 
strayed from the modernist lesson plans and created lessons that taught life 
skills. This program did not relieve me of my guilt, but helped me to be aware 
of the feeling and to control my responses. If I am guilty of giving my students 
experiences that are meaningful, I do not retreat back to the terrible ways of 
the current education system; I continue to teach the whole child and noth-
ing less.

A second student writes,

how I perceive my students . . . has gone from attending to what they produce 
to how they are going about it [i.e., process]. . . . My perception of curriculum 
has changed as well . . . My focus was on standards . . . . Now my perception 
of curriculum is transforming into one that views the environment and its 
inhabitants, the students, as the curriculum.

To give a more complete sense of their journey of transformation I will 
partially quote one student’s description of the six phases she went through 
in the program:

[Phase 1: Becoming Aware of Dissonance] began prior to the program. Ini-
tially, I expected the dissonance to “clear up” in subsequent classes but . . . 
this dissonance did not subside. But neither did it intensify. Rather, my aware-
ness of it became sharper empowering me to move on to Phase 2 [Becoming 
Re-enchanted With Education]. The empowerment came in the realization 
that transformation would come from within . . . The dissonance in Phase 1 
necessitated this second phase . . . that would lead to a transformation within 
me and enable me to formulate my vision of education.

[In Phase 2], Phase 3 [Learning to Nourish Myself ] was beginning to reveal 
itself. Becoming re-enchanted meant a new kind of involvement in my role 
as educator. The demands of a successful transformation into an educator 
whose pedagogy is holistic and integrative necessitate a caring of the self, 
physically and spiritually and so, I began to learn, or re-learn, how to nourish 
myself. . . . I was able to be more receptive . . . and thus, able to choose more 
effectively behaviors that would enable me to emerge as the educator I desire 
to be.
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[Phase 6: Believing My Actions Are Connected to a Bigger Picture]: By this 
sixth phase, my senses were sharpened enhancing a transformation in my 
practices. Because of this heightened awareness, I am able to convey to my 
students the importance of interconnectedness. Previous to this, my teaching 
was more linear. . . . Now my teaching is more of a spiral; I connect what I 
teach to my students’ lives, spiraling out from the classroom and to the world 
beyond.

Students noted that a focus on developing the students’ ability to be pres-
ent as a educator, including an emphasis on observation, facilitated trans-
formation of their vision of education. We emphasized observation in the 
sense of “seeing” our actions in the present moment and then refl ecting on 
the signifi cance and implications of those observations. For example, I as-
sign “No Time Assignments” which bring their attention and awareness to 
ordinary moments in which being present and aware can provide insights 
into our behavior (e.g., London, 2007). In one assignment, they observed 
how they listened to others; many were surprised to observe how seldom 
they actually listened attentively (e.g., “In this argumentative conversation 
I was thinking of what I was going to say next rather than attentively listen-
ing”). These observations led to experiments in which they deepened their 
ability to listen well to their students. A student summarizes the signifi cance 
of the No Time assignments, “The no time assignments allowed for growth 
in ways that otherwise I would have never truly taken the time to focus on 
in my life. They were key in developing my sensitivity.”

NOURISHING THE INNER LIFE

A second major component of the program is a two-year curriculum focus-
ing on the students’ ability to nourish their inner life and the inner-life of 
their students. Many of our students work in professional contexts that “cre-
ate” obstacles to nourishing their inner life—a reality we address directly 
in our processing of relevant activities. One student describes her lack of 
nourishing her inner life on entering the program,

Previously, . . . I thought that the more I did, the better I would feel. I was 
spiraling downward. I was giving more than I was receiving, a very unhealthy 
way to live. . . . I was struggling to be there for my students physically, emotion-
ally, and spiritually, but things were not working out. I was constantly getting 
sick and interrupting the precious moments with my students. The students 
were draining me of my emotions; they can be so needy because of the lack of 
love in their lives. Lastly, my spirituality had gone out like a fi re that nobody 
attends to.

Later she writes about her experimentation,
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to nourish myself, I had to fi nd a practice that I was comfortable with . . . At 
fi rst I tried going on mini-nature walks with my dog, but the routine became 
another item on my agenda and lost its power . . . . Then I tried driving in 
my car to and from work without listening to music and that worked . . . but 
eventually it lost its luster. Lastly, I have discovered a practice that had not 
occurred to me before. Whenever I felt stressed . . . I did something kind 
for someone else. . . . I actually felt nourished because my path was crossing 
with someone else’s and we were connected . . . These small acts of kindness 
became an ongoing practice.

An art teacher in the program illustrated and described the phases she 
went through in her process of nourishing her inner life in part of a booklet 
she created: (1) Label: Before I came to this program I thought “nourishing 
me” meant. Illustration: A beach with a palm tree on a remote island; (2) 
Label: Daily thing? Yet another thing I had to get done. Illustration: A “To 
Do” list of fi ve items, third one, “nourish myself”; (3) Label: Then I went 
through a phase where I was reveling in the permission to be selfi sh. Illus-
tration: A door with the sign “Go Away . . . Nourishing”; (4) Label: Finally, 
through time and the practices: way of life and a way of intention, consis-
tently and with a level of relative ease. Illustration: The teacher walking up 
the school steps to the offi ce, carrying material with the label “work,” think-
ing “I’m nourishing myself right now!”; and (5) Label: Life more peaceful 
and enjoyable; not living weekend to weekend. Illustration: The teacher sit-
ting in the full lotus position, peacefully meditating, with images of typical 
school distractions in the background, not disrupting her internal peace.

Many students in describing both their development of a transforma-
tive vision and a process to nourish their inner life, mention feeling they 
were granted permission by the program both to experiment with their 
pedagogy and to nourish their inner lives. For example, one student wrote 
concerning nourishing her inner life,

Early in the program we were given an assignment to go fi nd a place in na-
ture and spend a minimum of twenty minutes or so a few times a week there. 
When this came up I was all giddy inside. Again wondering why I had never 
given myself permission [italics added] to just be outside doing nothing but be-
ing there . . . now if I am driving and am called by some place . . . I know that 
it’s O.K. to get out of the car and just be there for a while. I always feel better 
for having done it.

In the program courses we invited students to experiment with a variety 
of techniques as part of developing their own process for nourishing their 
inner life, as well as refl ecting on the implications for their teaching. For 
example, we invited them to experiment with secular meditative practices 
(based on Miller’s work, 2010), body work, centering activities, walking 
meditation, being in Nature, the process of starting the day, and journal-
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ing. I have noticed three common patterns in this process: (1) Each student 
develops an unique process that works for them, many times including ac-
tivities that were not introduced in class. (2) Most students report a quali-
tative difference in their process of nourishing their inner life, including, 
for many, a change from a view that time spent nourishing your inner life 
“interferes” with their need to spend time planning, to a view that such time 
is essential and, in fact, improves the quality of their teaching. (3) Students 
realize that nourishing their inner life is a continuing process, needing reg-
ular adjustment, and requiring discipline. One student explains how she 
applied these concepts to her job as a substitute teacher, a stressful job in 
her geographical location,

I like to begin a day of subbing by entering the classroom, fi nding somewhere 
to sit, and spending a few minutes meditating in the new and unfamiliar class-
room. Since beginning this practice . . . I have found that my day as a substi-
tute teacher goes a lot smoother. I feel calmer, and more connected to what I 
am doing. I no longer leave the schools exhausted and emotionally drained.

Students consistently noted the positive effect on their teaching,

What I realized when I started this program was how much I had been neglect-
ing my inner life. What I also realized after continuous assignments regarding 
the subject was, how much more in tune I was with myself and that made me 
more relaxed and in tune with others. The walls came down and there was an 
openness that I think is critical for teaching and education.

COMMUNITY

A third major component of the program is creating a supportive learning 
community. Two student quotes capture the positive effect of this focus, 
fi rst,

The strength I received through this community of [holistic educators] is 
something I could not have achieved on my own. This cohort provided a 
place where my voice could be heard and where I could hear others’ voices 
as well. The exchange of feelings, ideas, insecurities, and wisdoms was the 
vehicle through which I gained confi dence and inspiration.

Second, “The community we formed was a home for our souls.”
Many of our activities addressed this focus on community, three ap-

proaches were consistently identifi ed by students as signifi cant: (1) Quar-
terly retreats at the James Reserve in a lodge in a wilderness area, (2) the 
Mesa activity, and (3) activities involving art that were part of our third 
program course. Each program course includes a weekend retreat. One 
student captures the signifi cance of the retreats,
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I was reluctant to go to the James Reserve the fi rst time. . . . I had many reser-
vations: a group of strangers spending the weekend together, why is this nec-
essary, couldn’t we accomplish what we need to do in a regular classroom, I 
went anyway. I still remember the feeling I had at the end of the fi rst weekend 
driving home from the Reserve . . . It was a feeling of power, of contentment, 
relaxation, a bonding with my friends and with nature.

The Mesa activity was usually part of our fi rst quarter retreat and, briefl y, 
required students and faculty to bring artifacts that refl ected who we were 
to place on a created “mesa” (i.e., a specially prepared table). This seem-
ingly simple activity, combined with our initial establishment of community, 
elicited much deeper responses then we expected. One student tries to cap-
ture the signifi cance of her feelings at the end of the Mesa activity, “It was 
at this moment that I truly saw each person and they saw me. It was more 
than a physical presence that permeated the circle, but a spiritual essence 
that guided us through an emotional experience that would forever bond 
us together.”

Finally, the activities of our third program course focusing on the educa-
tor as artist were consistently identifi ed by students as being transformative. 
One student captures the understanding of the importance of process, “in 
art, the process is more important than the fi nished product. In a meaning-
ful educational process this is also true.” The following statement concerns 
one of the activities and captures some of the initial hesitation of some 
students to engage in these experiential activities,

Our cohort created a mandala. It was an unexpected experience of unifi ca-
tion and connection. Initially I felt stilted and disingenuous. I embarked on 
this task because it was part of the day’s agenda though I did not feel con-
nected—yet. As I worked with my cohort, I discovered our actions revealed 
the ability of a group of people to come together and create something—in-
dividually and as one—in a peaceful and caring manner. The effect of this 
activity and my refl ection was transformative, causing me to be more aware of 
providing opportunities for my own students to discover their connectedness 
to others.

CONCLUSION

This chapter explored the process of transformation for our students, fo-
cusing on some of the distinctive characteristics of our context, especially 
the fact that a good portion of our students work in “unholistic” institu-
tions, and experience additional stress connected with time management, 
their fi nancial situation, and/or family responsibilities. The chapter ex-
plored how our students were able to implement a holistic pedagogy in 
an “unholistic” environment, and manage their stress in a way that had a 
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positive effect on their teaching and students. What in this case study might 
have implications for other settings and disciplines?

First, when we identify transformation as a goal, what might this look like? 
Generalizing the results from our students we identifi ed four typical patterns: 
an increased feeling of empowerment and confi dence; a shift from an em-
phasis on the “end product” to an understanding that transformation is an 
ongoing process that will continue beyond the temporal end of the program; 
a movement from lack of clarity to a clear vision and how to implement that 
vision in their professional setting; and movement from feeling isolated in 
their professional context to understanding the “bigger picture.”

Second, it seems appropriate to emphasize the importance of what we 
labeled as a constructive postmodern pedagogy, specifi cally the principle 
that recognizes the mystery of Spirit and the need to be receptive to what is 
needed and emerges in the moment as essential as careful planning. I need 
to emphasis the mysterious nature of the process of transformation and the 
fact that the journey with each cohort, as well as each student, was different 
and unique, with many unexpected twists and turns for which we could not 
possibly plan, that resulted in transformative outcomes that were not in the 
“lesson plans.”

Finally, despite the mysterious nature of transformative processes, I will 
attempt to identify a few specifi c approaches in terms that can be applied 
in other disciplines and contexts that might facilitate the process of trans-
formation: (1) We implement a cohort model that emphasizes building 
a supportive learning community, especially over a substantial period of 
time such as one or two years. In our program the quarterly retreats in a 
wilderness setting and the activities that involved art were particularly ef-
fective. (2) We emphasize a focus on developing the students’ ability to 
be present in their profession, including an emphasis on observation. (3) 
A major component of our program is a focus on the students’ ability to 
nourish their inner life. For us, this focus included students experiment-
ing with a variety of strategies and resulted in the following understand-
ings: Each student needs to develop an unique process that works for them, 
many times including activities that were not introduced in class; students 
reporting a qualitative difference in their process of nourishing their inner 
life, including a recognition that time nourishing their inner life, in fact, 
improves the quality of their professional work; and students realizing that 
nourishing their inner life is a continuing process, needing regular adjust-
ment, and requiring discipline. (4) We integrate an emphasis on process 
and integrating alternative modalities in activities, assignments and pro-
cessing. This emphasis on process had many positive effects, including the 
fact that many students felt they had permission to experiment in their 
settings and to nourish their inner lives. (5) We require students to experi-
ment in their professional context and refl ect on the experiments. (6) The 
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faculty instructors consistently engage in in-depth collaborative planning 
and continuous input into our process from students.
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CHAPTER 6

PEDAGOGY OF VULNERABILITY
Defi nitions, Assumptions, and Applications

Edward J. Brantmeier

INTRODUCTION

Should higher education be about life, or something else? Palmer and Za-
jonc (2010) asked this similar question. What are the very purposes of 
higher education? The answers, of course, vary: nation-building; economic 
growth; global competition; status quo reproduction; social, economic, and 
political transformation via access and opportunity for all; social justice and 
peace; enlightened, ethical citizenry; pro-social attitudes; social responsibil-
ity; purpose and meaning in life; and wisdom and spiritual growth are but 
a few possible answers

At present, is higher education a pursuit that cultivates “soft-infrastruc-
ture” vital to a democratic, pluralistic society? In cultivating soft infrastruc-
ture, we build the inner technology vital to happy, healthy, and productive 
people and societies as we simultaneously develop our outer technologies. 
Yet how do begin to re-envision the purposes of higher education when the 
questions are so large and our own agency feels stifl ed at times amid larger 
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forces and barriers? Begin with yourself, begin with your classroom, begin 
with your institution.

One approach, a pedagogy of vulnerability, challenges teachers to ren-
der their frames of knowing, feeling, and doing vulnerable. I have been de-
veloping the concept and practice of a pedagogy of vulnerability for some 
time now in my role as a multicultural and peace educator working in the 
context of teacher education, educational leadership preparation, and fac-
ulty development. However, the concept and practice applies to multiple 
disciplines and teaching writ large in educational environments. The con-
cept is simple—open yourself, contextualize that self in societal constructs 
and systems, co-learn, admit you do not know, and be human. Such a sim-
ple statement might connate a sense of naiveté, however, in practice, the 
complex terrain of a pedagogy of vulnerability is tangled given the power 
dynamics inherent in student and teacher cultural role sets. The burden 
of knowing the right answers, as expected by our students, bears tremen-
dous weight. Simply understood, a pedagogy of vulnerability is about taking 
risks—risks of self-disclosure, risks of change, risks of not knowing, risks of 
failing—to deepen learning. Vulnerability is an act of courage. An attitude 
of not knowing, of discovery, and of critical self-dialogue steer a pedagogy 
of vulnerability.

Deep learning is learning that is sticky. Deep learning is beyond surface 
or strategic learning, learning for the grade or to just get by. Deep learning, 
according to Ken Bain, is “learning that involves conceptual understand-
ing and critical thinking and leads to ‘adaptive expertise” (Bruff, 2011). 
Adaptive expertise, something I have referred to as “adaptive intelligence” 
(Brantmeier, 2008) in the past, allows the individual to be fl exible and 
fl uid, responsive to contextual needs while applying concepts and critical 
thinking skills to real world problems of prime importance. Deep learning 
allows for fl exibility and responsiveness, and it is learning that endures over 
time. Deep learning is learning that sticks and can be applied to contexts 
where the stakes are high, and the problems are messy (Bain, 2011).

The purpose of this chapter is to defi ne and explore the promise and 
pain of a pedagogy of vulnerability for those university faculty interested 
in more deeply exploring how and when sharing their stories can deepen 
student learning. Defi nitions, assumptions, and applications of this peda-
gogy invite you to embody, extend, and nuance the approach based on your 
teaching experiences. I hope this chapter is the fi rst step in a deepening in-
terest, inquiry, and practice of pedagogy of vulnerability that can be applied 
to re-envision the fundamental purposes of higher education. Deep learning 
via transformative pedagogies holds the potential for self-transformation, 
self growth, and social change. With careful, deliberate approach, a peda-
gogy of vulnerability may very well be a transformative pedagogy that helps 
to actualize the goals of a higher education.
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DEFINING PEDAGOGY OF VULNERABILITY

Pedagogy of vulnerability is an approach to education that invites vulner-
ability and deepened learning through a process of self and mutual disclo-
sure on the part of co-learners in the classroom. The premise is simple—
share, co-learn, and admit you don’t know.

Share your story. If the educator opens her/his identity and life up for 
examination as part of the lived curriculum of the classroom, students will 
model that self-examination and go deeper in their learning; learning be-
comes relevant, has value beyond the classroom, and new meaning is con-
structed in the process. Lived curriculum is the content of our lives, the past 
lived experiences, that become the foundation of learning new concepts, 
skills, and values. Higher order thinking such as application, evaluation, 
synthesis, analysis, and generative creation propels co-learners to engage 
in a classroom where the lived curriculum is just as important as the book 
content explored on the page or test. Instructors and students open to 
their lived curriculum in a classroom that embraces vulnerability and these 
openings can have great learning benefi ts. Focusing on lived curriculum 
with adult learners engages them in learning about life itself. Some of us 
have much to gain; Bernal Delgado (2002) maintains that students of color 
benefi t in classrooms when their epistemologies and voices are heard and 
validated in formal schooling contexts.

Pedagogy of vulnerability is relevant for educators in many contexts 
where we want to build a climate of trust and a practice of critical self-
refl ection in the process of co-learning. Critical self-refl ection is when one 
questions the assumptions of one’s views, values, and behavior; it is a con-
templative practice of examining the origination of one’s worldview and 
gently, kindly, scrutinizing that worldview with comparative and contrasting 
frames of reference.

In co-learning, teaching and learning are dialogic processes that en-
hance and value the knowledge, values, and insights of all involved. Co-
learning changes the role sets of teachers and students from dispensers 
and receptacles of knowledge to joint sojourners on the quest for knowl-
edge, understanding, and wisdom. Positioning oneself as a co-learner when 
teaching requires much unlearning of cultural conditioning related to the 
teacher as knower of all; it challenges the traditional authoritative, domi-
nant and subordinate role sets in schooling environments and the unequal 
power relationships in wider spheres of our world— including economic 
structures. In its ideal form, co-learning: acts toward student empower-
ment; it dismantles asymmetrical power relationships in the classroom; it 
builds a more genuine community of practice and co-learning moves stu-
dents and teachers toward dynamic and participatory engagement in creat-
ing a peaceful and sustainable world. Opportunities for co-learning abound 
in a safe classroom where vulnerability as a mode of inquiry takes root.
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Diversity Work and Vulnerability

The practice of vulnerability is especially valuable in the context of learn-
ing about diversity—especially topics of power, oppression, and privilege. 
Instructors, in a mutually negotiated process, open their social identities 
and experiences up for critical refl ection and scrutiny for the purposes of 
engaging a community of learners in critical thinking and refl ection on 
diversity, including the topics of power, oppression, privilege, and social 
justice. The process is mutually negotiated because both instructor and stu-
dent explore their social identities, and how they play out in a larger society, 
in a caring context where trust serves as a foundation of the community of 
learners.

The depth of sharing and the pace at which self-disclosure take place 
is negotiated according to comfort level. For example, after reading Allan 
Johnson’s (2006) chapter on power, privilege, and difference which exam-
ines how both unearned entitlements and conferred dominance operate 
to reinforce systems of racial, gender, ability, and sexual orientation privi-
lege, I start conversations with my students by sharing my story as a white, 
male, heterosexual who has benefi ted from these social identities not by 
anything I did, but by the fact that the privilege exists in a broader society. 
I share stories of how my whiteness has opened doors for me in certain 
contexts—quickly connecting with teachers in my research in a predomi-
nately white high school for example (Brantmeier, 2007). I have observed 
that my maleness has given me advantage in some job interviews and in 
the appearance of “reliability” at work and in community life. I don’t worry 
about visiting my partner in the hospital given that our marriage is legally 
sanctioned by the state and we have legal visitation rights because we are 
husband and wife. On the fl ipside, people are oppressed for their non-
whiteness, their gender, and for the sexual orientation. I don’t go walking 
around saying bad things about people of color, women, and people who 
are gay, lesbian, bi-sexual, or transgender, yet I benefi t from these invisible 
systems that give me “unearned entitlements” and confer dominance for 
me because of these social identities (Johnson, 2006; McIntosh, 1989). If I 
do not do anything to disrupt this invisible system, am I racist, sexist, and 
reinforcing hetero-normativity? If I am unaware or silent, am I part of the 
problem instead of being part of the solution?

The purpose of such sharing is to go beyond understanding power, privi-
lege, and oppression on individual levels and dive into the murky waters of 
institutional, cultural, societal, and structural levels of oppression, power, 
and privilege. (Adams et al., 2010) Walking this diffi cult path requires both 
care and great degree of discernment on the part of the educator. I also 
share with my students that I am fi rst generation college student and that 
I grew up in a low socio-economic household that did not afford me the 
cultural and social capital of many who go on to college and then to careers 
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in higher education. The tensions of being privileged and under-privileged 
simultaneously lead to a complex conversation about intersectional identi-
ties and how elements of who we are shift according to context and can be 
fl uid over time. The waters are further muddied. Inter-sectionalities are 
complex.

Pedagogy of Vulnerability—An Original Concept? No.

My understanding of a pedagogy of vulnerability comes from my years 
of refl ective practice and engagement in conversation with multicultural 
educators and from my own work with coming to grips with my layers of 
privilege. The term pedagogy of vulnerability may exist in literature some-
where, but I haven’t found it yet. A pedagogy of vulnerability resonates with 
other pedagogical approaches. In the context of exploring “humanizing 
pedagogy” in post confl ict societies, Keet, Zinn, and Porteus (2009) defi ne 
mutual vulnerability: “Central to ‘mutual vulnerability’ is the pedagogical 
process that allows teachers and other authority fi gures to open up and 
render their frames vulnerable for learners and students to risk their full 
participation in the pedagogical transaction “ (p. 110). Though I do not 
necessarily conceive of the teaching and learning process as a “transaction,” 
I do contend that selective vulnerability in teaching is risky business for 
instructors, and that doing it both holds promise for deepened student 
engagement and pain for instructors who risk opening themselves to their 
students. In essence, humanizing pedagogy is a peacebuilding approach to 
working with the trauma in the aftermath of violent confl ict.

Educators can model a pedagogy of vulnerability and wisely use self-
disclosure, alongside democratic, participatory classroom management 
techniques that empower students inspire in them a desire for a mutu-
ally negotiated peaceful classroom. The terms “pedagogy of disclosure” 
Bleich (1995), “mutual vulnerability” (Keet, Zinn, & Porteus, 2009) and 
articles on interpersonal boundaries (Schwartz, 2012) examine the dynam-
ics and boundary issues of co-learners who share personal information or 
who openly admit they do not know in the classroom. Palmer and Zajonic 
(2010) discuss self-assessment and self-disclosure in dialogue within the 
context of exploring larger purpose and meaning. Clearly, researchers of 
teaching and learning in several disciplines consider vulnerability an im-
portant avenue of inquiry.

IGD and Vulnerability

Recently, I was in an Inter-Group Dialogue (IGD) process with a group 
of faculty at James Madison University. The topic was gender and the con-
versation was facilitated by Harriet Cobb and Art Dean. I noticed how the 
facilitators were sharing their stories and opening their frames vulnerable 
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to the rest of the group. As a student of the teaching and learning process, 
I often pay attention to the pedagogical process of experience. I excitedly 
interrupted—“You are using a pedagogy of vulnerability!” They were posi-
tioning themselves as co-learners alongside this group of faculty by sharing 
their own stories of how their gendered assumptions and worldviews were 
put to the test and ultimately transformed from critical self refl ection and 
the vital engagement they experienced as facilitators of past Inter-Group 
Dialogues. I refl ected on how I used a pedagogy of vulnerability often in 
my diversity courses to open the space for learning and also soften my 
students’—who are predominately white, middle class, female, and Chris-
tian—resistance to topics such as racial, class, and religious oppression. I 
start with gender given many of my students experience gender oppres-
sion on a daily basis—they plan their routes carefully and carry cell phones 
when walking at night for fear of sexual harassment or assult. I start with 
gender and build empathetic bridges to other forms of oppression such as 
racial, religious, dis/ability, and body image. It was in this IGD group that I 
realized the importance of further inquiry into a pedagogy of vulnerability. 

ASSUMPTIONS OF A PEDAGOGY OF VULNERABILITY

The concept and practice of a pedagogy of vulnerability is emergent. In 
that spirit, I invite the reader to consider and add to some of the assump-
tions of a pedagogy of vulnerability based on their refl ections of their own 
practices of self-disclosure in university teaching, in faculty development 
work and/or in diversity work.

Assumption: Vulnerability opens learning opportunities on 
cognitive, emotional, and behavioral levels—particularly 
emotional.

Often when working with faculty on course re-design projects, I notice 
they are good at developing cognitive and skills based learning objectives, 
yet either shy away from or have diffi culty developing affective learning 
objectives. Even the originators of the learning objective movement, Bloom 
(1956) and friends, decided to leave the emotional/affective objectives to a 
later project given the diffi culty of fully understanding the affective domain. 
Affective learning is tricky stuff. Vulnerability gives co-learners permission 
to examine how they feel about issues and make connections among what 
they feel, believe, and do. Vulnerability on emotional levels holds the po-
tential to engage students in both caring for and caring about (Noddings, 
2003) issues that matter to society and the planet.
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Assumption: Self-disclosure is selective and purposeful, not 
random.

Purpose and intention of sharing personal stories and/or sharing that 
we simply do not know something need be gauged in relation to the educa-
tor’s intentions. Do the stories advance student introspection and refl ec-
tion, build trust and community in the classroom? Or do they come from 
work that the educator should be doing on himself/herself outside the 
classroom walls. If we share a story of failure, is there a lesson behind the 
story?

Assumption: Vulnerability invites vulnerability.

By opening our frames of knowing, feeling, and doing to co-learners 
our work contexts, we invite others to do the same. How many times have 
you said, “I don’t know” to colleagues when asked a question? Not knowing 
invites opportunity—it represents taking a chance to discover something 
fresh or new.

In a recent keynote address at the Professional and Organizational De-
velopment Network conference in Seattle Washington, Michael Wesch 
shared his story of extensive anthropological fi eld work in Papua New Guin-
ea (Presentation, October 26, 2012). During his time there, he was so terri-
bly lonely he fell to the ground and began weeping out of lonely grief. Two 
local men approached him and began weeping with him—a near super 
human display of empathy. In an exploration of how to re-create wonder 
in an “Age of Whatever,” he called on an old metaphors of Quest, inviting 
connections, and embracing vulnerability in our efforts to re-create won-
der. Wesch (2012) went on to suggest that our sense of shared vulnerability 
is a place where our capacity for empathy can grow—powerful words of 
wisdom by this academic sage. If we open ourselves and embrace the lived 
curriculum in the classroom, who knows what quests we might embark on 
with our students? What connections might we make?

Assumption: As an educational tool, vulnerability holds promise 
for “deep learning,” yet can be risky business.

There is an art of self-disclosure that requires discernment, and there is 
a pain that can come from associated trauma, rejection, and/or resistance 
and push-back from co-learners in the classroom. In specifi c, calculated 
risk-taking for the purpose of advancing learning goals and trust should be 
considered with mindfulness.
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Assumption: Sometimes the risks of vulnerability outweigh the 
benefi ts.

In some cases, it is just not worth it. If your personal story or your not 
knowing will be used against you by co-learners, then simply do not do it. 
Conditions of trust, care, mutual understanding need be present prior to 
self-disclosure that renders an educator vulnerable to individual and public 
perceptions.

Assumption: There is privilege and power in vulnerability.

Broadly speaking, teachers have power over students in classroom and 
using and misusing that power needs to be a point of constant awareness 
(Booth, 2012). Having presented workshops on a pedagogy of vulnerability 
at James Madison University and at the Professional and Organizational 
Development Network national conference, it has clearly and quickly been 
stated by faculty audience members that there is a privilege of vulnerability 
afforded to some and not to others. For example, as a member who benefi ts 
from the dominant patriarchal and racial power structure, my sharing per-
sonal stories as a white male, deconstructing my identity, and suggesting I 
do not know a lot of things is easier for me because of my identity. Women, 
people of color, and people who are marginalized in mainstream society be-
cause of their sexual orientation can experience bias, discrimination, and a 
challenge to their “legitimate” authority based on racist or sexist epistemo-
logical privilege—the ways of knowing and constructing knowledge of cer-
tain groups in society are perceived as legitimate or right—therefore, mar-
ginalized voices are perceived as “just whining or complaining.” This type 
of subjugation and de-legitimation is harmful given its oppressive roots. 
This type of epistemic privilege need be a point of awareness for mindful 
navigation of how the educator’s power afforded to him/her based on so-
cietal constructs is rendering her/his vulnerability as more impactful than 
others. Also, women and people of color may face a different set of obsta-
cles. Studies suggest that women and people of color receive lower course 
evaluations and several of my critical multicultural educator colleagues who 
are women of people of color have reported that their authority, associated 
with their social identities, has been challenged in the classroom (Hardee 
et al., 2012).

Assumption: Depth and pace matter.

At what point do we share our stories and render our frames of knowing, 
being, and valuing vulnerable to co-learners in educational encounters? 
How much do we share and when? These considerations are vital for creat-
ing the foundation of trust and building of community processes that are 
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required in a co-learning environment where vulnerability deepens learn-
ing.

Assumptions: Relationships, Assessment, and Emotions Matter

Harriet Cobb, former professor of graduate psychology and counselor 
educator, suggested that “it is important to establish a good teacher-student 
relationship fi rst. This includes a strong alliance, but also means that appro-
priate professional boundaries must be established. The teacher should do 
some assessment of the students—some may be too vulnerable emotionally 
for other psychological reasons to be more vulnerable in the classroom. If 
there has been proper screening for pre-existing psych conditions, there 
still can be a “casualty”—a student who experiences a strong emotional re-
action—the instructor has to have a plan. Contingency plans are especially 
important in such cases given students may need ongoing professional 
help.” (Cobb, 2012, Personal Communication).

Assumption: Ethical choices matter

Given the potential for harm in the context of inviting vulnerability and 
the lived curriculum in the classroom to promote authentic learning, Booth 
(2012) maintains it is vital to explore the ethics of inviting self-disclosure 
and argues that ii is important to consider aspects of the code of ethics of 
the American Psychological Association, namely: nonmalefi cence or doing 
no harm; benefi cence or promoting the well-being of others; fi delity and 
responsibility; and respect for rights and dignity; and privacy and confi -
dentiality (p. 11). When doing so, Booth (2012) draws on Haney’s (2004) 
work in the fi eld of psychology to make a more generalized claim that these 
ethical guidelines are relevant for university professors who invite self-dis-
closure into classroom learning.

APPLICATIONS: CONTEMPLATIVE AND EMBODIED PRACTICES

A pedagogy of vulnerability as an emergent approach, with undergirding 
assumptions, surely requires more robust inquiry and development. How-
ever, for the moment, pedagogical applications of the concept need atten-
tion.

Contemplative teaching and embodied learning as a means for fostering 
vulnerability seem a possible way forward. Contemplative teaching here is 
defi ned as intentional self and present moment awareness that in the class-
room that includes strategies aimed at promoting student mindfulness, in-
sight, and connection. Contemplative teaching fosters the awareness of the 
moment and moves us from the abstract to the tangible body. Roberts and 
Danoff-Burg (2010) defi ne mindfulness, “Simply defi ned, mindfulness is a 
way of paying attention—a ‘moment-to-moment, non-judgemental aware-
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ness’ that involves purposely focusing on the experiences of the present 
moment” (p. XX) Contemplative practices, such as meditation, yoga, tai 
chi, walking, and singing, hold the potential for promoting mindfulness 
in integrative, embodied ways in the classroom. These embodied ways of 
knowing shift awareness from the past and present into the present mo-
ment.

For example, at times I use “quiet centering” with my students at the 
beginning of class to quiet the mind and open to learning or silent writing 
time during class to create moments of refl ective opportunity for students 
and myself to integrate learning in deliberate ways. When co-learners and 
I appear to be sleepy or momentarily in a haze, I ask students to stand up 
and stretch, usually using mountain posture in yoga or a simple Tai Chi 
movement to enliven mental acuity via increasing blood fl ow. Typically, this 
creates bit more metacognitive awareness and engaged energy in the class-
room. Paying attention to the body in particular seems important for creat-
ing the relaxed, engaged conditions for deep learning to take place. These 
relaxed, engaged conditions are particularly helpful for inviting learners 
to open themselves up for learning new things and opening themselves 
up for compassionate, critical self examination. Because I teach diversity 
courses where I ask my students to examine their own power, privilege, and 
oppression, it is particularly important to establish a sense of ease and trust 
via creating a contemplative container for deep learning. Surely, I am not 
always successful in this pursuit, but often, students are open and open to 
these opportunities to explore Plato’s maxim, “know thyself.”

One could surely argue that vulnerability does not automatically lead 
to deep learning. Deep learning, as discussed earlier, is learning that en-
dures through time and can be applied in multiple contexts, dependent 
on the needs of the situation. I would argue that there are strong personal, 
connective, and emotional components to deep learning. Contemplative 
practices, such as refl ective writing journaling and dialogue, deep listening, 
council circles, storytelling, pilgrimage, and meditation are all techniques 
(The Center for Contemplative Mind in Society, 2012) that can be used to 
foster learning environments with the potential for deep learning to take 
root with personal, connective, and emotional depth. Contemplative prac-
tices can pull co-learners into refl ecting on their lived curriculum and how 
that intersects with content and experiences of the course and classroom. 
If guided properly, these refl ections can provide opportunity for transfor-
mative personal and professional growth that can lead to a sense of agency 
to create change in broader society. The promise of this enlivened sense 
of agency in personal and professional domains surely can/could lead to 
broader structural change necessary for creating a more kind, enlightened, 
engaged, compassionate world that upholds some of the foundational pur-
poses of higher education.
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TOWARD A PEDAGOGY OF VULNERABILITY

The delineation of the concept and practice of a pedagogy of vulnerability 
in this chapter is hopefully the fi rst step on what will prove to be a longer 
quest. Conceptual and theory building and empirical research in a peda-
gogy of vulnerability need to occur to understand the methods and the 
impacts on learners and the co-learning process. In initial discussion with 
educators, the concept resonated with their approaches to teaching and 
learning. However, this resonance need be followed by deliberate inquiry 
into the effi cacy, pitfalls, and promises of a pedagogy of vulnerability. Can 
vulnerability promote self-growth and social transformation? Deep learn-
ing? How and under what conditions? In the meantime, we might consider 
exploring the concept and embodied practice in new ways in our own class-
rooms with appropriate boundaries. We might observe whether or not our 
learning goals are actualized through opening ourselves to our students 
and asking them to open their lived curriculum to the classroom commu-
nity.
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CHAPTER 7

ANTI-DOMESTIC AND DATING 
VIOLENCE EFFORTS ON 

CAMPUS
A Case Study of A Holistic Program

Laura L. Finley

INTRODUCTION

Domestic and dating violence are considered among the world’s worst hu-
man rights violence, impacting one-third of the world’s women and many 
men and children. Although typically domestic violence is used to refer 
only to intimate partners, advocates today use a more holistic defi nition 
of the problem that recognizes it as abuse occurring within a family as well 
as among dating partners (typically called dating violence). While abuse 
knows no bounds—it can impact anyone regardless of gender, age, race, 
ethnicity, social class, sexual orientation or other factors—one group that 
is particularly vulnerable to abuse is college students (Leonard, Quigley, 
& Collins, 2002; Sellers & Bromley, 1996; Straus 2008). Despite these high 
numbers, the problem remains signifi cantly under-reported, in particular 
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on campuses (Schwartz & DeKeseredy, 1997) for many reasons, includ-
ing lack of knowledge and lack of resources. Campuses may have made 
rudimentary efforts to address the issue but are often seriously defi cient in 
terms of preventative measures.

Although abuse is so prevalent among college students, many campuses 
are ill-prepared to address the issue. Research has shown that campuses 
often lack clear policies, fail to create appropriate services for victims, and 
provide scanty, if any, specifi c curricula or programming related to under-
standing, responding to, healing from, or preventing abuse (Fisher, Cul-
len, & Turner, 2009). The curricular and programmatic efforts that are 
made on campuses tend to be fragmented and are often not inclusive. As 
such, campus-based programs on dating and domestic violence typically 
fail to address the full spectrum of abuse and the emotional, psychologi-
cal, and spiritual impact it has on those who are victimized, whether they 
be students or community members. The American Sociological Associa-
tion (ASA)’s Resource Materials for Teaching About Family Violence (Keating, 
1988) provides a useful list of readings and fi lms, but is far from holistic in 
its approach and likely not utilized by other disciplinary areas or in non-
academic programming. Murphy-Geiss (2008) recommends integrating 
controversial readings, fi lms, guest speakers, and student observations in 
local courts as curricular methods to teach students about domestic vio-
lence. While these suggestions are useful for the classroom, they still do not 
reach a wide array of students and might not be ample to inspire action to 
end abuse. Efforts to educate folks about domestic violence and to promote 
healthy relationships must go beyond preaching to the choir if that are to 
be truly impactful.

What is missing is a more holistic way of explaining the problem of abuse, 
and a more integrative method that taps into body-mind connections to 
help students see themselves as agents for social change rather than pas-
sive recipients of information or as would-be victims or perpetrators. This 
chapter will provide a case study of an innovative campus-based domestic 
violence awareness program. Drawing on the literature in peace education 
and human rights education (HRE), the program at Barry University in 
Miami Shores, Florida utilizes body-mind wisdom to present students with a 
holistic understanding of the scope and forms of domestic abuse, the ways 
abuse impacts not just victims but entire communities, and the relationship 
between abuse and broader issues of social justice and injustice. Further, 
the program utilizes arts and wellness components in addition to refl ective 
opportunities to inspire students to take action to serve victims and end 
abuse. Finally, the program integrates service learning as a means of pro-
viding experience and leadership to students and as a tool for community 
betterment.
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CRITIQUE OF CURRENT CAMPUS DOMESTIC VIOLENCE 
AWARENESS PROGRAMS

Domestic and dating violence surely can be, and often is, mentioned in 
coursework in criminology, sociology, psychology, gender studies and social 
work. However, it may be no more than that—a brief mention. Consequent-
ly, Danis (2003) found that while 92 percent of BSW and MSW-level social 
workers had worked with victims of domestic violence, more than half felt 
their college education did not adequately prepare them. Although the 
subject can be integrated into many other disciplinary areas—political sci-
ence, health-care, business, and education, for instance, it typically is not, 
or is done so as an aside. In the last two decades, many medical programs, 
including nursing, have added some material on domestic violence. These 
efforts are to be applauded, but improvements must still be made, as most 
programs only address the issue for one class period or perhaps a small 
unit, and typically do so via lecture exclusively (Alpert et al., 1998; Cohen, 
DeVos, & Newberger, 1997; Hamberger, 2007; Hamberger & Phelan, 2004). 
In sum, curricular approaches typically do not provide a deep understand-
ing of the issues of domestic and dating violence. Consequently, the infor-
mation presented may not be integrated into students’ choices within their 
own relationships or in their desire to get involved to help victims.

Because of the siloed nature of most universities and colleges, it would 
be unusual to fi nd any interdisciplinary programs or curricula (Astin & As-
tin, 2000; Harkavy, 2006). Faculty simply do not have the opportunities, or 
the interest, in some cases, in working together to ensure specifi c content 
is integrated into curricula across disciplines. Structurally, most colleges 
and universities are not set up to support holistic, collaborative education 
but instead reinforce an individualistic model of education, one that sepa-
rates disciplines into segments and emphasizes that learning is a solo, not 
community, enterprise (Astin & Astin, 2000; Finley, 2004; Palmer & Zajonc, 
2010; Sperber, 2000). Yet, clearly domestic violence is an interdisciplinary 
issue, and as Colarossi and Forgey (2006) found, an interdisciplinary curric-
ulum was effective at increasing students’ knowledge, challenging miscon-
ceptions about domestic violence, and increasing positive attitudes about 
interdisciplinary work.

Another concern is that curricula may be presented in ways that are far 
too passive. Scholars have noted that typical college courses are presented 
through pedagogical methods that are what Eisler (2000) called dominator-
modeled. The “sage on the stage” (the professor) transmits information via 
lecture to his or her students, who sit, behinds in their seats, facing front, 
passively receiving said words of wit (Finley, 2004). Like Freire’s critique 
of banking education, this dominator-modeled teaching style often fails to 
interest or excite students, nor does material presented in this way often 
stay beyond their short-term memories (Astin & Astin, 2000). Research has 
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found that students crave more creative, engaged, thoughtful and refl ective 
assignments regarding domestic violence (Bent-Goodley, 2008). In addi-
tion to these criticisms of banking education, it is particularly problematic 
when it comes to addressing phenomena like bullying and domestic vio-
lence. That is because bullying and domestic violence are social problems 
rooted in perpetrator’s need to obtain and maintain power and control 
over victims. Use of a pedagogical philosophy and teaching strategies that 
model the same power and control—in this case, educators over students—
makes for inconsistency between the message and the mode of presenta-
tion (Gardner, 1993).

Many professors are not actively involved in addressing domestic abuse, 
so their knowledge about the issue may be confi ned to academe. Indeed, 
much has been written about higher education dissuading professors from 
any involvement outside of scholarly research and teaching (often priori-
tized in that order) (Palmer & Zajonc, 2010; Sperber, 2000); Professors may 
then have a wealth of understanding about domestic violence from a theo-
retical and statistical perspective, but may not be able to share the stories or 
the details about local resources and initiatives that would help students the 
most (Danis, 2003; Danis & Lockhart, 2003; Gardner, 1993). As Gardner 
(1993), Bent-Goodley (2008), and Murphy-Geiss (2008) explained, domes-
tic violence is an emotionally diffi cult subject to teach, as it may reopen 
wounds for those who have experienced it while those without personal 
experience often fi nd it intellectually diffi cult to imagine, despite hearing 
statistics and theoretical explanations. Further, students want more infor-
mation about ethical and socially just responses to domestic violence (Bent-
Goodley, 2008). The result of all this is students have the need and desire 
for a more holistic understanding of domestic violence yet in many cases 
professors are unable to provide it because they lack practical information 
and community engagement.

Many universities address domestic and dating violence outside of the 
curriculum. Campus programming around domestic and dating violence 
often features one-type events, like speakers or survivor panels. While these 
are surely a good start, they will not result in wide-scale change in people’s 
understanding about gender-based violence. For one, such one-time events 
rarely reach anywhere near the entire campus population. Attendance is 
generally voluntary, or may be mandated for a small segment of the popula-
tion, like fraternity and sorority members. Thus, presenters reach just a few 
already-interested students or may be presenting to those who are disinter-
ested but required to attend.

Second, one session or even a few barely scratches the surface as far as al-
lowing attendees to understand the scope and extent of abuse, its dynamics, 
barriers to safety, effects, motivations of batterers, warning signs, the unique 
risks and needs of various groups of victims (i.e, males, teens, immigrants, 
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those with disabilities, LGBT, etc), and local resources. It follows, then, that 
such an approach can hardly inspire students to take action to transform 
their own relationships, to assist those in need, or to get involved with ef-
forts to challenge social norms and structures that provide the foundation 
for abuse to occur. Campus-based programs should grapple with the fact 
that perpetrators of domestic violence are overwhelmingly male, according 
to most studies, and that gender role norms may contribute to the problem. 
Yet it is imperative to recognize that females, too, are perpetrators. Thus 
programming must address the many explanations for domestic violence 
and promote holistic solutions for this multi-faceted problem.

Third, campuses often hire experts or well-known names to present 
on issues like domestic violence and sexual assault. A college or university 
might hire a well-known activist like Jackson Katz or Paul Kivel, who is paid 
handsomely to present to athletes and fraternity members their fantastic 
work on engaging men and boys. As good as their work is, though, hiring an 
outside “expert” might send a message to students that domestic violence 
is a national problem but maybe not one on that particular campus or even 
an issue in the surrounding community. Further, it may lead students to 
believe that no local activists or advocates are working on addressing the 
issue. Such a presentation cannot possibly help students identify and begin 
working with local social change movements, as expert presenters are not 
typically knowledgeable about them so cannot incorporate them into their 
sessions.

Additionally, when campuses do address these issues, it tends to be pre-
sented in very binary and negative ways. That is, programming stresses how 
“not” to be a victim or a perpetrator. Women in particular are encouraged, 
if not required, to enroll in some type of self-defense course that reinforc-
es the individualized perspective of abuse. That is, if women are taught 
where they should and should not walk on campus and with whom and 
how to fi ght back against an attacker, the onus or responsibility for ensur-
ing they endure no harm is on them alone. This approach does nothing to 
change the mentality of perpetrators and, in fact, may continue to patholo-
gize abuse. Abuse has been defi ned as the problem of individual women 
and their relationships, not on social systems that reinforce violence as a 
means of solving problems and promote aggressive hypermasculinity (Ber-
ns, 2004; Bumiller, 2008; Ferraro, 1996). Further, self-defense approaches 
reinforce the misconception that women’s greatest risk is from a stranger 
who may sneak up on or ambush them when, in reality, they are at far 
greater risk from someone they are dating or from a family member. This 
type of focus is off-putting to many students, who do not see themselves as 
ever being in either position and thus may not refl ect on and internalize 
the information. Such a presentation also fails to ignite students’ passion to 
get involved, as it prohibits students from seeing themselves as leaders for 
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social change. As Astin and Astin (2000) noted, many times people believe 
that the only student leaders on campus are those that have some type of 
formal title. Those who do not may feel as though it is someone else’s job, 
not theirs, to make a difference.

THE FAILED PARADIGM

As Lin (2006) noted, our current educational paradigm fails to teach whole 
persons. That is, we are not taught in ways that allow us to see ourselves 
as interconnected beings; indeed, we are taught in ways that emphasize 
our separateness—our body from our minds and spirits, ourselves from na-
ture, each one of us from each other. As Lin (2006) explained, “We have 
trained people to use their minds sharply but have largely neglected to cul-
tivate their hearts and souls with love and compassion” (p. xi). Education 
is fragmented, divisive, and it reifi es a competitive, capitalist social system, 
generally without critique. Our present educational systems are militaristic. 
Militarism is “…the deep conditioning of the society to valorize military 
cultures” (Feinman, 2000, p. 11). Qualities or values such as hierarchy, au-
thority obedience, discipline, competition and force are exaggerated and 
revered in militaristic societies (Merryfi nch, 1991). Other militaristic values 
include pragmatism, effi ciency, rationality, a faith in technology, capitalism 
and free markets, and ethnocentrism and American exceptionalism (Fein-
man, 2000). As Kester (2010) noted, “Our schools and nations intend to 
create democracy and community interdependence, yet to do so educators 
often use tactics of war-making (e.g., obedience-drilling, secrecy, and com-
petitive games) that refl ect more fully the very ideologies the school system 
intends to transcend” (p. 5). Eisler (2000) referred to this as dominator 
modeled. Finley (2010) elaborated on how higher education is, if anything, 
even more dominator-modeled than K-12 schools. Zajonk and Palmer, au-
thors of the Heart of Higher Education, told interviewer Scott Jaschik (2011) 
that higher education today has “an impoverished and outdated view of 
reality (including ourselves), a truncated notion of knowing and learning, 
and a cost-benefi t approach to ethics.” In sum, the current paradigm most 
frequently used in higher education is one that treats students as passive 
recipients of the “wisdom” presented by their professors. The result is not 
surprising: students lack deep knowledge about social issues. They are not 
presented with, and thus do not understand, all the emotion, psychologi-
cal, and spiritual components of issues like domestic violence, and often fail 
to see themselves as agents of social change.

A NEW PARADIGM

Instead, we should educate young people to be kind, compassionate and 
loving—not as an aside, thrown into feel-good programming but rather as 
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the top priority, integrated into all disciplines and school practices. As As-
tin and Astin (2000) noted, today’s undergraduate students are entering a 
world of great upheaval and turbulence and need to be equipped not only 
with skills and knowledge to lead but also with the emotional and spiritual 
wisdom and maturity to make the world a better place. The fi eld of peace 
education offers much that can help develop this type of education.

Peace education takes many forms, as Harris and Morrison (2003) ex-
plained and covers a range of topics (Boulding, 1988; Galtung, 1996; Harris 
& Morrison, 2003; Reardon, 1988). Peace education can, as Jenkins (2007) 
and Finley (2010) be either about peace, which emphasizes the teaching of 
specifi c content, or it can be for peace, which focuses on inspiring students 
to transform their beliefs, values, and actions towards a peacemaking and 
peacebuilding paradigm. As Kester (2010) explained, “peace education as 
a practice and philosophy refers to matching complementary elements be-
tween education and society, where the social purposes (i.e. why teach), 
content (i.e. what to teach), and pedagogy (i.e. how to teach) of the educa-
tive process are conducive to fostering peace. Accordingly, peace education 
is a dialogical experience conducted through participatory learning, where 
learners communally and cooperatively grapple with contemporary issues 
(i.e. talking points) related to local and global contexts” (p. 2).

Peace education begins with refl ection. Students must be allowed safe 
space, ample time, and encouragement via instructor’s support to critically 
examine their own lives, their values, and their behaviors. Kester (2010) 
explained, “Peace education does not pour knowledge into the minds of 
students or tell students what to do. Nor does peace education utilize a sys-
tem of experts who come into the classroom and tell students what to think. 
Peace education helps learners begin to raise questions and gives students 
the tools they need to direct their learning. It is an education about how to 
learn, not what to learn” (p. 3). Educators should utilize what Brantmeier 
(2007) describes as critical peace education, or education that rejects the 
status quo and helps students and educators alike engage in societal trans-
formation. Critical peace education explicitly links social change to social 
justice, focusing on key issues of racism, sexism, classism and other power 
dynamics that undermine human potential and disempower civic engage-
ment. Ultimately, as Lin (2006) noted, we should seek to inculcate our 
students “peace intelligence.” Peace intelligence is “a form of intelligence 
that is associated with a deep love for all lives, a deep compassion for all 
existences, a courage and a conviction for unconditional forgiveness and 
reconciliation. It is the ability to see others’ losses as our losses, others’ pain 
as our own pain. It is cultivating the ability to coexist in a peaceful, respect-
ful manner” (p. 68). Paul (1999) and Murphy-Geiss (2008) call for emo-
tionally-engaged education, a pedagogical approach that “can leave a long 
lasting, even transformative impression on students that outlives the details 
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of course content” (Murphy-Geiss, 2008, p. 378). Palmer and Zajonc (2010) 
advocate wide-scale reform in higher education that is modeled from com-
munity organizing. Such an approach involves igniting the enthusiasm and 
creativity of students, faculty and staff to address common concerns.

Human rights education (HRE) is a form of peace education intended 
to “prepare students about human rights, for human rights, and towards a hu-
man rights consciousness. As such, students can recognize social injustices 
(civic intelligence) and become advocates of such injustices (civic respon-
sibility) evident in their immediate schools and communities” (Osanloo, 
2009, p. 156). It is, as Galtung (1996), explained, a method that teaches 
“peace by peaceful means.” HRE is consistent with the work of Paulo Freire 
(1970), who offered “a blueprint for resistance to oppression as well as for 
empowerment of the individual to become an active member of society 
and overcome discrimination, poverty, and inequality” (Print et al., 2009, 
p. 118). Involvement in real or life-like situations helps students see that it 
is the responsibility of all of us, not just governments, to ensure that we all 
have the human rights we deserve (Flowers, 2003; Print et al., 2009). Bajaj 
and Brantmeier’s (2011) discussion of critical peace education highlights 
the importance of providing students with authentic opportunities to con-
front social injustices and to deconstruct power dynamics so that they not 
only envision a more just and humane world but work towards building 
one.

To shift our educational paradigm from one that is militaristic to one 
that is holistic, peace-centered, and that adequately addresses and preserves 
human rights, we must tap into our most collective, collaborative resources 
(Finley, 2011; Krishnamurti, 1981). Drawing on the insights of peace edu-
cators and human rights education campuses can create holistic domestic 
violence awareness programs that integrate traditional content knowledge 
as well as emotional components like survivor’s stories, arts-based activi-
ties, multi-media to address the many different learning styles, and wellness 
events. Additionally, student social change projects and service learning ac-
tivities help ignite students’ passion to help and develop their leadership 
skills. Such a program, like the one described below at Barry University, is 
a step toward a more holistic educational initiative that can raise awareness 
about dating and domestic violence.

BARRY UNIVERSITY’S DOMESTIC 
VIOLENCE AWARENESS PROGRAM

Since 2006, Barry University in Miami Shores, Florida has built an innova-
tion domestic violence awareness and education effort that involves both 
curricular and extra-curricular activities. Organized through the collabora-
tive efforts of faculty in numerous disciplinary areas, staff, and students, the 
program involves year-round activities, with special emphasis in November 
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and February. November was selected in lieu of October, which is National 
Domestic Violence Awareness Month, because organizers knew that stu-
dents found it diffi cult to choose between involvement in this program and 
other programs designed to raise awareness about breast cancer, disabilities, 
and other issues featured that month. February was selected because it is 
Teen Dating Violence Awareness Month as well as the month of Valentine’s 
Day, a time when many are thinking about relationships. The program in-
cludes arts-based components, theater, movement and physical activity, and 
fi lm to reach as many students and to involve as many departments and 
divisions as possible. Additionally, the program involves extensive oppor-
tunities for students to engage in service learning that not only addresses 
the issue of gender-based violence on campus but also aides the community 
and victims in need. Outreach to the community occurs throughout the 
year in the form of presentations and activities to area groups, organiza-
tions, and schools.

The arts are a great way to raise awareness about abuse. The arts help tap 
into emotions and make it easier for those who have experienced harm to 
share their feelings and for those who have not to understand the impact 
of abuse. Harvard psychiatrist Judith Lewis Herman (1992) observed that 
humans fi nd it easier to sympathize with victims who are harmed by “acts 
of God” than those whose harm was derived from other humans. Knafo 
(2000) explained, “By attending to the art of women who have dared to 
break the secrecy and silence associated with violent acts committed against 
them, the viewer must be willing to bear witness to horrible events and to 
hold traumatic reality in consciousness” (pp. 661–662). Art can be “raw and 
confrontational; it reaches out with a sense of urgency. It is meant to invoke 
a visceral involvement in its audience” (Knafo, 2000, p. 663).

A hallmark of Barry University’s domestic violence awareness program 
since 2006 has been the arts-based project called the Clothesline Project. 
The Clothesline Project started in Cape Cod, Massachusetts in 1990. Ac-
cording to the website, “It is a vehicle for women affected by violence to 
express their emotions by decorating a shirt. They then hang the shirt on a 
clothesline to be viewed by others as testimony to the problem of violence 
against women. With the support of many, it has since spread world-wide.” 
Additional information is available at http://www.clotheslineproject.org/
index.htm. The Clothesline Project has been supported by evaluation re-
search. For instance, Cheek, Rector and Davis (2007) found the Clothesline 
Project to be a positive learning experience for social work students.

Barry University coordinates the Clothesline Project during the month 
of November. The Student Government Association, along with a sorority 
or fraternity, typically host the effort in a major walkway on campus. They 
hang shirts that have already been painted as models and solicit others to 
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participate. Each year, dozens of shirts are added to the line, creating a 
huge visible display and a great way to initiate dialogue about abuse.

Since 2006, Barry University has collaborated with an area domestic vio-
lence agency to display another arts-based project that engages the campus 
in thoughtful refl ection and dialogue about the most lethal domestic vio-
lence situations.. The Silent Witness Project is a national initiative intended 
to raise awareness about abuse and, ultimately, to reduce domestic violence 
homicides. Its hallmark project involves life-size red cardboard cutouts that 
are used as “silent witnesses” in communities all over the U.S. These cutouts 
typically feature breast plates that honor someone in the community whose 
life was lost to abuse. More information is available at http://www.silentwit-
ness.net/index.htm. We include information about Miami victims on the 
breastplates to help the campus recognize those who have lost their lives to 
abuse. It is a powerful way to remind the community that abuse kills.

Since 2006, Barry University has collaborated with an area domestic vio-
lence agency to display their silent witnesses around campus. We include 
information about Miami victims on the breastplates to help the campus 
recognize those who have lost their lives to abuse. It is a powerful way to 
remind the community that abuse kills.

Multimedia is another great way to educate about abuse. There is no 
shortage of excellent fi lms and video clips addressing the issue of domes-
tic violence. Professors can use these in all or in part in classes, or open 
them up for larger screening events with dialogue afterwards. “Dinner and 
a movie” events, in which fi lms are shown and some type of food is offered 
are generally a big hit on college campuses. For documentaries, Media Ed-
ucation Foundation offers a wealth of fi lms addressing various aspects of 
abuse and the social norms that allow it to continue. A simple google search 
reveals extensive lists of feature fi lms and documentaries that address do-
mestic violence.

Barry University’s program always involves at least one fi lm screening. 
One year we featured a Dinner and a Movie event in which we showed the 
fi lm Slumdog Millionaire then facilitated a dialogue about abuse as a global 
human rights issue. A local domestic violence survivor of Indian origin 
made some tasty Indian snacks, which made for a great event and a way 
to fi nancially support someone in need. In 2012, Barry University will be 
screening the Academy Award-winning documentary Saving Face, which ad-
dresses acid attacks. We will be featuring Middle Eastern and South Asian 
treats, as the fi lm largely addresses those regions.

Physical activities like 5K walks are commonly used to raise funds for 
domestic abuse. Barry University has coordinated some slightly different 
events, however. In 2012, the university hosted a Zumba dance event to 
raise awareness. Zumba is a very popular form of dance/exercise in South 
Florida, as it originated here, and some 100 people attended a Zumba class 
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in which we were able to include facts about abuse. We have found that 
integrating educational components into activities that people may already 
plan to attend draws in a different audience and helps reduce the chance 
that we are simply preaching to the choir.

More than just learning about abuse, a key component of a holistic 
program is that it inspires action. Gardner (1993) advocated for student-
initiated social change projects in addition to lectures, speakers and other 
methods. Through service learning, students make connections to one an-
other, develop a sense of empathy and pride (Koliba, 2000), develop their 
critical analysis and writing skills, better see connections between theory 
and practice (Alberle-Grasse, 2000; Calderon & Farrell, 1996; Kuh, 1995; 
Parker-Gwin, 1996; Roschelle, Turpin, & Elias, 2000), and see themselves as 
part of the community, not just the campus. Alberle-Grasse (2000) found 
that students who engaged in service learning were more likely to enter 
careers in the non-profi t sector or in service and advocacy organizations. 
Particularly well-suited for service-learning are faith-based institutions that 
include social justice in their missions (Roschelle et al., 2000), as is the case 
of Barry University. For instance, Barry University’s mission includes the 
core commitments of

The primary service learning vehicle at Barry University is the College 
Brides Walk (CBW). The event integrates the other holistic elements de-
scribed in this chapter as well. The following portion describes the College 
Brides Walk and its service learning component in detail.

THE COLLEGE BRIDES WALK

CBW is intended to raise awareness about dating and domestic violence 
and to inspire college students and communities to take action to prevent 
abuse. Further, CBW is intended to correct misconceptions about who can 
be a victim, why abuse occurs, and its impact. Importantly, it provides a ve-
hicle for campuses and communities to work together in the effort to end 
domestic violence.

Josie Ashton, a South Florida activist and a college student at the time, 
organized the fi rst Brides March after she heard about the brutal murder 
of Gladys Ricart on September 26, 1999. Gladys Ricart was a Dominican 
woman who was killed by an abusive ex-boyfriend, just moments before she 
was supposed to marry another man. She was dressed beautifully, posing 
for photographs with her closest loved ones when Agustin Garcia barged 
in and shot her point blank. After obtaining permission from the Ricart 
family to walk in Gladys’ memory, Ashton donned her own wedding dress 
and walked from the New Jersey home where Ricart was killed to Miami, 
Florida. She stayed in 14 domestic violence shelters and visited 22 cities. 
Her efforts have inspired annual Brides Marches in New York, Wisconsin, 
Washington, D.C. and now Florida and the Dominican Republic. This 
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“spectacle” of people walking in wedding apparel prompts the media atten-
tion and public dialogue so critical for ending abuse.

Knowing that college students are particularly at risk for experiencing 
abuse, a group of people, including Josie Ashton, began organizing to 
bring the Brides Walk idea to a campus. The fi rst CBW was held on Febru-
ary 11, 2011. Some 300 students, faculty, and staff from Barry University 
and four other South Florida colleges and universities, as well as commu-
nity members, met for opening ceremonies featuring survivor’s stories and 
inspiration from local offi cials. Approximately 100 proceeded to walk the 
7.5 mile course, which wove through some of the busiest streets in Miami. 
Participants were encouraged but not required to wear wedding attire and 
many did. After the walk, participants ate dinner, and had the opportunity 
to interact with community providers of services to victims of domestic and 
dating violence. The 2nd Annual College Brides Walk featured a similar for-
mat but different speakers. Close to 400 people attended the event in year 
two.

The inspiring survivor stories allow attendees to see victims as human—
to hear their pain and suffering, yet also to see their amazing resilience. Sur-
vivors describe harrowing physical, sexual and emotional abuse. In order to 
demonstrate that abuse does not just impact women, we integrate the story 
of a male victim. These stories also highlight the role each of us has in mak-
ing social chance. In the fi rst year, one of the speakers was the mother of a 
young man who, with his friend, was murdered by the friend’s ex-boyfriend 
while attending a Florida university. Both had contacted police multiple 
times about the ex-boyfriend stalking them and were told no help was avail-
able. The young man’s mother went on to spearhead the creation and pas-
sage of critical legislation related to dating violence in Florida. In year two, 
a speaker discussed the connection between domestic and dating violence 
and animal abuse and shared her local activism to help the pets of abused 
women. Year two also featured an inspirational mid-walk program, led by a 
student who had participated in the walk the prior year. He had grown up 
witnessing abuse and had recently lost a cherished friend to a senseless act 
of violence. He led a solemn balloon release in which attendees could write 
or say something to those they had lost.

Students in Perspective Consciousness and Social Justice (SOC 200), a 
required course for students whose majors are in the Arts and Sciences at 
Barry University, are offered the opportunity to complete the ten hours of 
service learning required for the course by assisting with and participating 
in the College Brides Walk. SOC 200 focuses equality and justice, critiquing 
systems of thought which conceive of inequality as natural, understanding 
the ways institutions perpetuate inequality, and illuminating the experienc-
es of disadvantaged or marginalized groups. At the beginning of the course, 
SOC 200 instructors lay the foundation by examining the Universal Decla-
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ration of Human Rights (UDHR). SOC 200 emphasizes the ways that in-
equality and injustices are structured into everyday life. Further, the course 
provides students with a better understanding of activism, and through the 
service learning requirement, allows them to enact what they are learning 
in the promotion of social justice.

Students can earn ten hours before the event as well as on the day of 
it. Before the event, students help to create banners and decorations that 
feature statistics and catchy phrases related to identifying, responding to, 
and preventing abuse. This requires them to conduct some research, using 
credible sources to identify current and factual data about abuse. Some 
work in small groups to create poster boards addressing specifi c facets of 
abuse, such as male victims and victims with disabilities. Students can also 
assist with outreach to local elementary, middle and high school classes. 
With a trained adult, college students go to community organizations and 
to schools to talk to young people about abuse and to engage them in artis-
tic activities, like the Clothesline Project, to enhance their knowledge about 
the topic. These groups are then invited to participate in the walk or at least 
attend the opening sessions.

On the day of the event, students earn service hours by helping to set up 
all the displays, posters, and painted t-shirts. They also assist local organiza-
tions that are tabling at the event and have the option of actually partici-
pating in the walk. Those who choose not to walk stay behind and attend 
along, with community members, additional training. All students earning 
service hours are required to listen to the speakers before the event so as 
to become more educated about abuse and to hear the authentic voices 
of victims. In all, more than 100 students elected to complete their service 
learning hours with the College Brides Walk in the fi rst year, and close to 
150 did so the second year.

At the end of the term, students are required to write a journal-style 
paper in which they refl ect on what they did and how it connects to class 
material. Student papers indicate that those who participate learned much 
about the prevalence of domestic and dating violence, who is most likely to 
be victimized, the warning signs of abuse, how to support victims, and how 
they can get involved locally to stop abuse. Most comment on the horror 
that victims endure and are tremendously moved by the speakers’ courage. 
Many describe enjoying being part of a critical mass that brings the message 
from the campus to the community. While each student’s paper is unique, 
most are able to connect what they learned about abuse to class material 
on gender, highlighting how women are more likely to be victimized due 
to gender role norms that still tend to stress aggressive masculinity and 
passive femininity. Some also draw connections between other inequalities 
like poverty and racism, showing how these infl uence who is most at risk for 
victimization and the likelihood that they will be able to access appropriate 
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local resources to obtain and maintain safety. Most importantly, students 
note the importance of a community response in order to respond to and 
hopefully prevent domestic and dating violence. These papers are graded 
using a rubric that assesses both the content and the organization. Orga-
nizers of the College Brides Walk are aware, however, that more rigorous 
assessment of the event and its impact is needed. Plans are under-way for a 
community-based research (CBR) project that involves SOC 200 students 
as well as students at one of the partner universities. These groups will help 
create and administer a survey tool to evaluate the walk and will assist the 
organizers in analyzing the data and making recommendations for the fol-
lowing year.

The College Brides Walk has been a great success in terms of participa-
tion and media attention. Planning is under way for the 3rd annual walk, 
and more colleges, K-12 schools, and community groups have already been 
involved in the planning. Local and even national televised and newspaper 
media have covered the event.

CONCLUSION

We are now in the seventh year of Barry University’s holistic domestic vio-
lence program, and are in the planning phase for the 3rd annual College 
Brides Walk. The program continues to expand in scope and in collabora-
tion, with new efforts on campus being led by counseling, social work, nurs-
ing and psychology students. Off-campus, additional colleges, universities, 
K-12 schools and community partners have signed on to help. A particularly 
exciting collaboration is with Honey Shine Mentoring, a program started by 
former basketball great Alonzo Mourning’s wife Tracy to reach out to the 
most at-risk girls in Miami Dade County. Barry University students are being 
trained as peer educators and will teach the younger girls about healthy re-
lationships. They will also mentor the girls as they develop leadership skills 
and create, implement, and evaluate a school or community-based social 
change project to end gender-based violence. Another exciting initiative is 
a kick-off event in which attendees will learn about abuse and raise funds 
to support victims by participating in an attempt to set the Guinness World 
Record for largest Zumba class on a college campus.

A needed next step involves more systemic evaluation of the program 
and its impact on social norms. It is clear from students’ service learning 
papers and from other feedback throughout the seven years that attend-
ees to these programs learn a lot, but more is needed to assess how that 
translates into their behaviors. Anecdotally, we know more students have 
sought to get involved as volunteers at local domestic violence centers, but a 
more comprehensive analysis would be useful. This was the impetus for the 
community-based research project described earlier in the chapter.
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Although we are still learning and growing, it is my hope that this pro-
gram serves as an inspiration to readers who wish to introduce or revamp 
their current domestic and dating violence educational programming to be 
more holistic. Inspired by the vast and diverse literature on critical peace 
education, human rights education, and critical pedagogy, the College 
Brides Walk helps to bridge disciplinary areas and campus-community di-
vides. It engages students’ minds, bodies and spirits through multiple forms 
of learning and service. In all, the intent is to utilize all of these pieces to 
transform the campus and the community in ways that reduce domestic 
and dating violence and promote relationships that are healthy emotion-
ally, physically, and spiritually.

REFERENCES

Alberle-Grasse, M. (2000). The Washington study-service year of Eastern Mennonite 
University: Refl ections on 23 years of service learning. American Behavioral Sci-
entist, 43, 848–57.

Alpert, E. J., Sege, R. D., & Bradshaw, Y. S. (1997). Interpersonal violence and the 
education of physicians. Academic Medicine, 72(Supplement), 41–50.

Alpert, E. J., Tonkin, A. E., Seeherman, A. M., & Holtz, H. A. (1998). Family violence 
curricula in U.S. medical schools. American Journal of Preventive Medicine,14(4), 
273–282.

Astin, A., & Astin, H. (2000). Leadership reconsidered: Engaging higher education in social 
change. Battle Creek, MI: W.K. Kellogg Foundation. Available at http://www.
wkkf.org.

Bajaj, M. & Brantmeier, E. Guest Editors. (2011). Special issue of the Journal of Peace 
Education on The Politics, Possibilities and Praxis of a Critical Peace Education. 8(3).

Bent-Goodley, T. (2008). Teaching social work students to resolve ethical dilemmas 
in domestic violence. Journal of Teaching Social Work, 27(1/2), 73–88.

Berns, N. (2004). Framing the victim: Domestic violence, media, and social problems. New 
York: Aldine de Gruyter.

Boulding, E. (1988). Building a global civic culture: Education for an interdependent 
world. New York: Teachers College Press.

Brantmeier, E. (2007). Everyday understandings of peace & non-peace: Peacekeep-
ing and peacebuilding at a U.S. Midwestern high school. Journal of Peace Edu-
cation, 4(2), 127–148.

Bumiller, K. (2008). In an abusive state: How neoliberalism appropriated the feminist move-
ment against sexual violence. Durham: Duke University Press.

Calderon, J., & Farrell, B. (1996). Doing sociology: Connecting the classroom expe-
rience with a multiethnic school district. Teaching Sociology, 26, 46–53.

Cheek, T., Rector, K., & Davis, C. (2007). The Clothesline Project: An experiential 
learning project with MSW students. Journal of Teaching Social Work, 27(1/2), 
141–154.

Cohen, S., De Vos, E., & Newberger, E. (1997). Barriers to physician identifi cation 
and treatment of family violence: Lessons from fi ve communities. Academic 
Medicine, 72(Supplement), 19–25.



122 • LAURA L. FINLEY

Colarossi, L., & Forgey, M. (2006). Evaluation study of an interdisciplinary social 
work and law curriculum for domestic violence. Journal of Social Work Educa-
tion, 42(2), 307–323.

Danis, F.S. (2003). Social work response to domestic violence: Encouraging news 
from a new look. Affi lia, 18, 177–191.

Danis, F. S., & Lockhart, L. (2003). Guest editorial. Domestic violence and social 
work education: What do we know, what do we need to know? Journal of Social 
Work Education, 39, 215–224.

Eisler, R. (2000). Tomorrow’s children. Boulder, CO: Westview.
Feinman, I. (2000). Citizenship rites: Feminist soldiers and feminist antimilitarists. New 

York: New York University Press.
Ferarro, K. (1996, fall). The dance of dependency: A genealogy of domestic vio-

lence discourse. Hypatia, 11(4), 77–92.
Finley, L. (2011). Building a more peaceful world: Creative integration of peace education. 

Charlotte, NC: Information Age.
Finley, L. (2010). Where’s the peace in this movement? A domestic violence advo-

cate’s refl ections on the movement. Contemporary Justice Review, 13(1), 57–69.
Finley, L. (2004). Teaching peace in higher education: overcoming the challenges 

to addressing structure and methods. Online journal of peace and confl ict resolu-
tion, 5(2).

Fisher, S., Cullen, F., & Turner, M. (2009). Unsafe in the ivory tower: The sexual victim-
ization of college women. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Flowers, N. (2003). What is human rights education? Human Rights Education As-
sociation. Retrieved June 27, 2013 from http://www.hrea.org/erc/Library/
curriculum_methodology/fl owers03.pdf

Freire, P. (1970). Pedagogy of the oppressed. New York: Continuum.
Galtung, J. (1996). Peace by peaceful means: Peace and confl ict, development and civiliza-

tion. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.
Gardner, S. (1993). Teaching about domestic violence: Strategies for empower-

ment. NWSA Journal, 5(1), 94–102.
Hamberger, L. (2007). Preparing the next generation of physicians: Medical school 

and residency-based intimate partner violence curriculum and education. 
Trauma, Violence & Abuse, 8(2), 214–225.

Hamberger, L. K., & Phelan, M. B. (2004). Domestic violence screening and intervention 
in medical and mental healthcare settings. New York: Springer.

Harkavy, I. (2006). The role of universities in advancing citizenship and social jus-
tice in the 21st century. Education, Citizenship and Social Justice, 1(1), 5–37.

Harris, I., and Morrison, M.L. 2003. Peace education. 2nd ed. Jefferson, NC: McFar-
land.

Herman, J. (1992). Trauma and recovery. New York: Basic.
Jaschik, S. (2011, February 8). The heart of higher education. Inside Higher Edu-

cation. Retrieved June 27, 2013 from http://www.insidehighered.com/
news/2011/02/08/interview_with_authors_of_the_heart_of_higher_educa-
tion

Jenkins, T. 2007. Community-based institutes on peace education (CIPE) organizer’s manu-
al. New York: IIPE.



 Anti-Domestic and Dating Violence Efforts on Campus • 123

Keating, B. (Ed). (1998). Resource material for teaching about family violence (2nd ed.).  
Washington, DC: American Sociological Association.

Kester, K. (2010). Education for peace: Content, form, and structure: Mobilizing 
youth for civic engagement. Peace & Confl ict Review, 4(2), 1–9.

Knafo, D. (2000). Revelations and rage: Violence against women in the work of 
women artists. Violence Against Women, 6(6), 661–681.

Koliba, C. (2000). Moral language and networks of engagement: Service-learning 
and civic education. American Behavioral Scientist, 43, 825–38.

Krishnamurti, J. (1981). Education and the signifi cance of life. New York: Harper & 
Row.

Kuh, G. (1995). The other curriculum: Out-of-class experiences associated with stu-
dentlearning and personal development. Journal of Higher Education, 66(2), 
123–155.

Leonard, K., Quigley, B., & Collins, R. (2002). Physical aggression in the lives of 
young adults: Prevalence, location, and severity among college and commu-
nity samples. Journal of Interpersonal Violence, 17, 533–550.

Lin, J. (2006). Love, peace, and wisdom in education. Lanham, MD: Rowman & Little-
fi eld.

Murphy-Geiss, G. (2008). Bringing the facts to life: Facilitating student engagement 
with the issue of domestic violence. Teaching Sociology, 36(4), 378–88.

Osanloo, A. (2009). Civic responsibility and human rights education: A pan-educa-
tional alliance for social justice. Intercultural Education, 20(2), 151–159.

Palmer, P., & Zajonc, A. (2010). The heart of higher education: A call to renewal. San 
Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.

Parker-Gwin, R. (1996). Connecting service to learning: How students and commu-
nities matter. Teaching Sociology, 24, 97–101.

Paul, R. (1999). Critical thinking, moral integrity, and citizenship: Teaching for the 
intellectual virtues. In B. Pescosolido & R. Aminzade (Eds.), The social worlds 
of higher education: Handbook for teaching in a new century (pp. 128–136). Thou-
sand Oaks, CA: Pine Forge Press.

Print, M., Ugarte, C., Naval, C., & Mihr, A. (2009). Moral and human rights edu-
cation: The contribution of the United Nations. Journal of Moral Education, 
37(1), 115–132.

Reardon, B. (1988). Comprehensive peace education: Educating for global responsibility. 
New York: Teachers College Press.

Roschelle, A, Turpin, J, & Elias, R. (2000). Who learns from service learning? Ameri-
can Behavioral Scientist, 43, 839–847.

Schwartz, M., & DeKeseredy, W. (1997). Sexual assault on the college campus: The role of 
male peer support. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Sellers, C., & Bromley, M. (1996). Violent behavior in college student dating rela-
tionships: Implications for campus providers. Journal of Contemporary Justice 
12(1), 1–27.

Sperber, M. (2000). Beer and circus: How big-time college sports is crippling  undergraduate 
education. New York: Holt.

Straus, M. (2008). Dominance and symmetry in partner violence by male and fe-
male university students in 32 nations. Children and Youth Services Review, 30, 
252–275.





Re-Envisioning Higher Education: Embodied Pathways to Wisdom and Social Transformation, 
pages 125–141.
Copyright © 2013 by Information Age Publishing
All rights of reproduction in any form reserved. 125

CHAPTER 8

TEACHING PEACE AND 
WELLNESS AS THE 

WISDOM PATH
Alice Yeager and Sharon Howle

Healing always involves an attitudinal and emotional transformation
—–Jon Kabat-Zinn (1990, p. 168)

Turning on the headline news can often be a reminder that we live in tu-
multuous fast-paced times. The challenges of war, economic struggles in 
numerous countries, hunger, disease, poverty, and a rapidly changing eco-
system can cause us to lose hope for humanity and the survival of Earth’s 
living species.

Both educators and students can be stressfully impacted by the fast pace 
of society, global suffering, and daily distractions. Daily distractions can 
keep us from understanding the real cause of pain and suffering. Preoccu-
pations with material things often bring us only momentary feelings of hap-
piness. Disconnection from each other and society can cause us to struggle, 
blame, and prevent us from fi nding inner peace. We can become highly 
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dependent on external solutions without recognizing the importance of 
cultivating our insight, inner wisdom, and vision.

We cannot eliminate all the challenges and concerns, but we can as edu-
cators, offer innovative, insightful, and integrative peace building and well-
ness-based practices to “heal the student within.” Wellness practices included 
in any credit curriculum and also brought into classroom settings can foster 
self-development, self healing and connection. Educational wellness needs 
to go beyond physical fi tness and nutrition. It needs to include non-invasive 
health practices (e.g., meditation, bodywork, yoga, etc.). Mental health sup-
port systems are also vital as part of an integrative approach to prevent as 
well as heal from injury, sickness, and daily emotional distresses.

Education is often essential in encouraging the integration of wellness 
practices into daily living. Both peace building and wellness practices need 
a conducive environment for learning and the supportive encouragement 
of teachers and fellow students to develop beyond a basic skills level. This 
includes courses that incorporate practical peaceful ways to resolve inner 
and outer world confl ict. Through these practices, teachers and students 
can become more effectively motivated to learn and be empowered to cre-
ate a better world.

I, Alice Yeager, as a wellness educator, writer, and non-profi t advocate for 
peaceful solutions to life’s challenges, am well aware of the challenges of in-
tegrating healthy mind-body wisdom practices into one’s own daily life. As 
an instructor for over 40 years, I have developed many new courses utilizing 
a range of ancient wisdom understandings up to modern era teachings and 
practices that can become part of daily life experiences. The “new” wisdom 
based curriculum in these areas often comes under course headings such 
as: wellness, preventative, healing arts, integrative, complementary, alter-
native, holistic, mind-body-spirit, and healthy lifestyle. Through teaching 
these courses, I have learned that both instructors and students are able 
to recognize what is helpful even when it can seem hard to live up to our 
own expectations of ourselves. Often, our own daily living experiences can 
include stressful unexpected and unsettling events. When these occur to us 
as educators, we can often speak with great understanding about the need 
for and benefi ts of healthy lifestyle practices.

I, Sharon Howle, believe what Alice and I present in this book chapter is 
the next step in fully incorporating healthy lifestyle practices into primary, 
secondary, and higher education environments. As part of the book series 
on Transforming Education for the Future, Alice and I previously collabo-
rated on a chapter entitled “We Are One Earth” in the book entitled Trans-
formative Eco-Education for Human and Planetary Survival. We explored and 
sought the tools to include ways we could heal ourselves individually and 
collectively. We have included wisdom based knowledge along with wellness 
lifestyle choices and resources within our communities and from around 
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the world. This wisdom based knowledge need not be addressed just within 
academic teaching, research, social, and service environments. It can be 
recognized, developed and nurtured as an innate wisdom on a personal 
and global level.

In this chapter, we hope to offer a perspective on how students can become 
aware of campus and community wellness resources and the mechanisms 
through which they are offered to maximize the students’ classroom learning 
experience. The optimal well-rounded learning experience provides not just 
knowledge in their particular fi eld of study but also the tools to live a healthi-
er life. These tools have the potential of helping students once they leave the 
academic world to more effectively navigate through life’s challenges.

INTEGRATING PEACE AND WELLNESS 
EDUCATION ACROSS CURRICULUMS

It is our proposal that all higher education institutions, with their intent on 
the pursuit of knowledge, can go beyond fostering the practice of reason 
and objectivity toward a more holistic approach to learning. In actuality, 
this truly becomes an exercise in unlearning unhealthy, unpeaceful, and 
unkind ways. Healthy practices can help students of all ages to identify the 
tools to survive and thrive. They greatly reduce the propensity for inner 
and outer confl ict, depression, unworthiness, and the potential for this to 
escalate into self-destructive actions and campus violence. We are at a point 
in time, where we need to continually ask whether current educational and 
student services programs support more than just a momentary cessation of 
destructive habits. Do the services provide effective methods and resources 
to improve the likelihood of students experiencing lasting not just fl eeting 
happiness and sustainable successes? Teachers and students can serve as 
peaceful and health oriented role models, based on their own shared suc-
cess stories. This can also help new students stay motived. Within this con-
text, it is always important to ask for and invite shared information about 
approaches that work compared to ones that leave students unable to over-
come unhealthy habits. This can develop more opportunities for peaceful 
harmonious experiences that cultivate inner wisdom.

We encourage teachers and students to create new programs and dia-
logues that address the following questions:

• Is there a current and future need to integrate wellness courses in all 
curriculums?

• How can both teachers and students promote innovative and health 
based techniques into educational curriculums to foster integrative 
learning?

• What types of wellness-based practices have been considered success-
ful in the academic environment? What impact do these practices 
have on students?
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• What other educational environments—such as community colleges, 
colleges, universities, and non-traditional educational centers—cur-
rently offer integrated programs?

We offer the following examples of successful programs that address these 
questions.

MINDFULNESS BASED EDUCATION

Dr. Jon Kabat-Zinn, the founding director of the Stress Reduction Clinic 
and the Center for Mindfulness in Medicine, Health Care, and Society 
at the University of Massachusetts Medical School, has helped to pioneer 
education on meditation methods (Center for Mindfulness in Medicine, 
Healthcare, and Society, n.d.). His workshops on Mindfulness-Based Stress 
Reduction (MBSR) teaches students, of all ages, ways to signifi cantly re-
duce and manage stress within the mind as expressed through the body by 
focusing on the present moment. The MBSR program helps students iden-
tify individual stressors and demonstrates a variety of practices to calm the 
mind and bring greater focused attention. Jon Kabat-Zinn and other MBSR 
trained educators are teaching these meditation methods in a number of 
K-12 schools as well as to college students. Students and teachers within 
the K-12 classrooms are seeing results (www.mindfulschools.org). “Our 
program has used a scientifi cally proven technique called mindfulness to 
teach self-awareness, focus, impulse control, and empathy to over 18,000 
children and 750 teachers in 53 schools, about 70% serving predominantly 
low-income children” (Mindful Schools, n.d.).

For undergraduate or graduate students, “Mindfulness-Based Stress Re-
duction (MBSR)” teaches students to become aware of how to use medita-
tion methods to reduce stress. “A 2008 survey of University of Minnesota 
students by Boynton Health Service found roughly 70 percent of students 
claim stress is an issue in their lives. In the same survey, one-third of stu-
dents surveyed reported that stress negatively affects their academic per-
formance” (Delperdang, 2009). A mindfulness course guides the student 
in auditory and visual exercises to: “quiet” their mind prior to a test; start 
off a busy day with a “peaceful intent”; develop better impulse control and 
focus; feel more secure about asking for academic assistance; and listen to 
their inner (higher self) voice of wisdom more often. It also teaches the stu-
dents to include the use of affi rmations to build self-worth and acceptance 
of others.

Students also can share their struggles in a healing oriented group set-
ting lead by a trained MBSR instructor or professional counselor which 
can be life changing. Through these classes, students practice present mo-
ment awareness through group meditation, walking meditation, yoga, in-
dividual affi rmations, and become more aware of stressful events through 
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journaling. The leader fosters an environment of kindness, non-judgment, 
group connection, and empathy. These meditation methods help renew 
each student’s mind and body to experience a more relaxed state. Students 
independently discover the healing benefi ts of inner refl ection, enhance 
personal inner prayer, and higher self-guidance. Academically, these skills 
improve listening, working memory, and comprehension of subject courses 
inside and outside the classroom. The expanded impact of teaching MBSR 
to students in formal educational settings for credit could be one way to 
bring value to the practice of meditation. This could foster more peace 
building programs and activities in K-12 schools and on college campuses 
with the goal of decreasing bullying and other forms of abusive, anti-social, 
or violent behavior.

Currently, more higher education institutions are offering non-credit 
courses and workshops on mindfulness. Schools such as: the University of 
Iowa1, Syracuse University2, Towson State University3, and the University 
of Maryland at Baltimore4 offer non-credit mindfulness training courses. 
In addition, the University of California at Berkeley Law School’s gradu-
ate program is also offering a non-credit pilot course entitled, “Effective 
and Sustainable Law Practice: The Meditative Perspective” where qigong is 
practiced beside the law school (University of California, Berkeley, 2012). 
The Journal of American College Health in 2008 published a study entitled 
“Meditation Lowers Stress and Supports Forgiveness among College Students: A 
Randomized Controlled Trial” which states “Our fi ndings support the primary 
hypothesis that training college undergraduates in integrated meditation 
programs can reduce their levels of perceived stress.” (Oman et al., 2008, 
pp. 569–578)

RELAXATION RESPONSE

The Benson-Henry Institute for Mind Body Medicine at Massachusetts 
General Hospital5 as a world leader in the study, advancement, and clinical 
practice of mind/body medicine, is an educational organization within a 
teaching hospital that strives for integration into all areas of health. Mas-
sachusetts General is the original teaching hospital of Harvard Medical 
School where nearly all of their staff physicians serve on the faculty. Her-
bert Benson, M.D., is the Director Emeritus of the Benson-Henry Institute 
(BHI), and Professor of Medicine at Harvard Medical School.

A graduate of Wesleyan University and the Harvard Medical School, 
Dr. Hebert Benson is a pioneer in the fi eld of mind/body medicine. He 
also is an author or co-author of more than 190 scientifi c publications and 
12 books including the books The Relaxation Response (1975) and Relax-
ation Revolution (2010) (Benson-Henry Institute, n.d.-a). They teach that 
through the simple act of changing thought patterns, individuals can ex-
perience decreases in their metabolism, rate of breathing and heart rate, 
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along with slower brain waves. These changes, which Dr. Benson labeled as 
the “relaxation response,” appear to produce the opposite of what is com-
monly called a “fi ght-or-fl ight,” or stress response to confl ict. Dr. Benson 
noted that the relaxation response can be elicited by a variety of meditative 
techniques such as: conscious breathing techniques, repetitive prayer, pro-
gressive muscle relaxation, and meditative exercise such as qigong, tai chi, 
yoga, and jogging. He found that the two basic necessary steps, as practices 
found in almost every culture, are: the repetition of a sound, word, phrase, 
prayer, or movement; and the passive setting aside of intruding thoughts 
and returning to the repetition. From the earliest studies to the present, 
the BHI’s work shows that by using your mind in a certain way—to elicit 
the relaxation response—measurable, predictable, and reproducible physi-
ological changes occur that can be useful in countering unhealthy stressful 
mind patterns. (Benson-Henry Institute, n.d.-b)

NEUROFEEDBACK: 
RE-TEACHING THE BRAIN TO LEARN BETTER

Whether it is in the academic environment, workplace, or our personal 
lives, any struggles in learning can hold us back from fully achieving our 
goals and dreams. Healing and changing the way our mind processes and 
performs tasks means we need to retrain our mind (brain) to function op-
timally. For example, individuals who need stronger memory skills, greater 
comprehension, or struggle with learning disabilities6 can improve their 
mental focus and processing skills through neurofeedback.

Neurofeedback is one of the tools to identify brain activity levels (i.e. 
high to low focus, stress, etc.) through the use of EEG (electroencepha-
lography). According to the International Society for Neurofeedback & 
Research, “All brains produce a variety of electrical wave patterns which 
refl ect what the brain is doing.” (ISNR7, n.d.-a) The student of any age 
(or client) is guided by an EEG trained teacher (or therapist)8 to prac-
tice visualization and imagery exercises through the use of specialized—
usually very colorful—video games. “Ordinarily, a person cannot reliably 
infl uence their brainwave patterns because they lack awareness of them. 
However, when you can see your brainwaves on a computer screen a few 
thousandths of a second after they occur, it gives you the ability to infl uence 
and change them.” (Hammond, 2006)9 “By monitoring brain activity, it’s 
possible to train our brains to produce specifi c cognitive patterns which can 
aid relaxation, help us be more effi cient in our daily tasks, or provide non-
pharmaceutical therapy for many conditions and disorders.” (ISNR, n.d.-b)

Results of a 10-year study involving the impact of using EEG biofeedback 
for children with learning disabilities showed that EEG can facilitate suc-
cessful learning for the acquisition of reading and integration of higher-
order learning (i.e. comprehension, math, etc.) and can improve IQ scores 
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(Tansey, 1991). “With continuing feedback, coaching, and practice, healthi-
er brainwave patterns can usually be retrained in most people” (Hammond, 
2006). Neurofeedback can be an effective tool to help college students im-
prove their attention, study skills, and test-taking results (M. Becker, per-
sonal communication, February 21, 2012)10.

THE FORGIVENESS PROJECT

Frederic Luskin, Director of the Stanford Forgiveness Project, offers an 
educational program in which the emphasis is on forgiveness to allow a 
letting go of hurt, helplessness, and anger. His research studies have dem-
onstrated that the result of these programs includes increased confi dence, 
hope, and happiness. Individuals learn how to release hurts and grudges in 
a way that produces a greater awareness of the wisdom path to happiness, 
peace, and love. The forgiveness training methodology has been validated 
through six successful research studies conducted through the Stanford 
Forgiveness Projects. The research validates the importance of practicing 
forgiveness historically as extolled in both religious and psychological tradi-
tions. Their research has confi rmed the virtue of forgiveness in prompting 
psychological, relationship, and physical health. Forgiveness practices have 
been shown to reduce anger, hurt, depression, and stress. This leads to 
increased feelings of optimism, hope, compassion, and self-confi dence. In 
classroom settings, practice may include guided imagery, journal writing, 
and discussion presented in a safe and nurturing environment with the 
goal of enhanced well-being through self-care (Stanford Hospital & Clinics, 
2012).

PEACE BUILDING VERSUS ANTI-BULLYING PROGRAMS

As a long time wellness and peace building instructor I (Alice) believe there 
is a need to integrate more wellness practices into our educational system 
as part of a wisdom path of learning. There is a difference in how educators 
and students now talk about teacher-student life stresses. This stress is not 
just course work-study stresses but also in regard to the effects of anti-social 
behavior within the school environment in preparation for the workplace. 
Teaching peace building as part of a wisdom path wellness curriculum is 
very different than teaching students and teachers how to preventatively 
deter and/or deal with the aftermath of campus and classroom unrest such 
as: bullying, disruptions, and violence. Peace building provides a creative 
rather then reactive approach to dealing with adversity within the student/
teaching setting.

How to deal with diffi cult students and co-workers, abusive and disrup-
tive behavior, mental health issues such as bullying, drugs, suicide, and 
violent behavior as part of campus safety issues are all part of in-service 
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teacher trainings, policy statements and campus resources. These trainings, 
policies and resources all help prepare and assist teachers in creating a safe 
healthy environment for student learning (Goucher College Faculty/Staff 
Resource Guide, n.d.-a).

In the wake of Columbine, Virginia Tech, Sandy Hook and other mass 
killing school incidents, there is a need to look at the cause not just the 
effect of inner unrest such as alienation and disconnection that can lead 
to out-of-control anger, hate, and a desire to harm. Glorifying violence as 
entertainment and sport is only part of the issue. Limiting access to guns 
and other weaponry or arming teachers and administrators as preventative 
actions does not solve the core cause of unpeacefulness that when left un-
checked can lead to harmful violent words and actions.

The effect of using a peace building approach that includes understand-
ing what it means to be for peace rather then against war gets to the heart 
of issue. Using reactive anti-bullying or anti-violence language that stirs up 
defensive fear rather than using a consistently softer word approach to cre-
atively inspiring peace produces different results. This difference is partially 
described in an article in Education Policy titled, Policies and Programming for 
Safer Schools: Are “Anti-bullying” Approaches Impeding Education for Peace build-
ing. University of Toronto educator Kathy Bickmore states:

Prevailing anti-violence practices in public schools, especially in the context 
of recently increased emphasis on bullying, often allocate more resources to 
surveillance and control than to facilitation of healthy relationships or con-
fl ict/peace learning. This policy emphasis increases the risks of marginaliza-
tion and reduces opportunities for diverse students to develop autonomy and 
mutual responsibility (Bickmore, 2011).

We need to place stress on peacefulness. It goes beyond “anti-
violence.”The main difference is that being “anti” anything focuses atten-
tion on getting rid of a problem rather than creating the desired state. Just 
as reactiveness to a threat can fearfully produce the potential of defensive 
“arms” as weaponry, so can outstretched arms of acceptance produce the 
potential for peaceful loving co-existence.

WELLNESS VERSUS DISEASE PROGRAMS

There has been a trend in both the medical community and educational 
institutions to re-label disease as the counter to wellness. Within the parlay 
of common dialogue even the word dis “ease” has become a more accurate 
way of describing the effects of our thoughts on the state of our well-being. 
Wellness programs have replaced more traditionally strictly fi tness oriented 
health and hygiene programs in both schools and higher education cur-
riculum. This is most evident in the increase of community wellness educa-
tional programs offered at medical centers and health clinics. This trend 
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is rising albeit the current budget cut considerations where medical and 
health centers have to function with less funding. The needs of the sick 
often come fi rst over wellness and preventative medicine education.

Having said that, it is also important to realize that trends away from dis-
ease models are changing slowly. This is often due to the limited funding 
available for preventative medicine research. There are also rising costs for 
doctors to maintain their medical practices. It may seem counter produc-
tive in the short run when preventative medicine practices and wellness 
education create a situation where there is less of a need for medical treat-
ment and therefore less money expended toward maintaining health facili-
ties. The education of health professionals and the general public about 
preventative medicine can reduce the number of conventional medicine 
treatments and cost. It is without saying that treatment options for disease 
need not include invasive remedies such as pills and surgery if the focus on 
wellness concludes that inner health can give rise to the outer evidence of 
health. Reducing the need for pills and surgery through wellness practices 
is of primary importance not just as an after thought once disease takes 
hold.

Individuals are now more then ever able to get helpful wellness educa-
tional information for free on-line at university medical and health center 
websites such as the one on Harvard Medical School’s website (Harvard 
Medical School, n.d.). The inclusion of educational group interaction and 
support as part of wellness education needs to be offered regularly by most 
if not all higher educational institutions. In an article in Forbes Magazine 
by Jacob Braude, Dr. Dean Ornish known for his work and books on revers-
ing heart disease described a talk he gave on the TED (Technology, Enter-
tainment, and Design) conference website in 2006 where the “we” aspect of 
wellness (i.e. support of friends, family and community) compared to the 
lonely “I” individual aspect of illness made a difference in one’s ability to 
heal (Braude, 2011).

In a survey,

…of almost 3,000 nurses diagnosed with breast cancer, researchers dis-
covered that women who had fewer than 10 close friends were four times 
more likely to die of the disease than women with 10 or more close friends. 
That’s an increase in survival rate that any pharmaceutical company would 
be thrilled with. In another study, of men in Sweden, researchers discovered 
that the leading risk factor for heart attack after smoking was having only a 
few friends. More recent research has demonstrated that people living with a 
lifelong condition like heart disease do better if they share their experiences 
with others going through the same thing—even if those people aren’t their 
friends. (Braude, 2011)
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In a broader context the cliché “misery loves company” need not come 
from a desire to commiserate together. Company “when two or more of us 
are gathered” can serve as loving peer support to help each other out of 
misery—together.

THE BENEFITS OF EXERCISE AND 
OTHER STRESS RELIEVING MOVEMENTS

For years, we have recognized the benefi ts of physical exercise for weight 
loss, toning, and body conditioning. Truth be told, a lot of us really don’t 
want to exercise and feel like it is a chore at times. What if we practiced 
exercise because we understood the impact it has on the mind? Physical 
exercise can be a highly benefi cial way to reduce stress levels which can 
calm the brain, open up space to promote creativity, and help manage anxi-
ety through a calmer state which can in turn help a college student focus 
better. Exercises involving deep breathing and bodywork therapies such as 
massage, subtle energy healing, and exercise such as—Pilates, yoga, qigong, 
tai chi—encourage present moment awareness.

One example would be “The Pilates Center at Goucher College” 
(Goucher College, n.d.-b). In addition, another form of mind-body healing 
therapy such as Integrated Movement Therapy (IMT) is an “…approach 
that combines speech-language pathology, behavioral and mental health 
counseling, and yoga “and is helpful for the individual and group within 
a yoga class environment (Kenney, 2002)11. Most mind-body exercises are 
offered as non-credit courses and may be complimentary or provided at a 
reduced rate through the school’s health, wellness, or counseling center, 
campus recreation services, or student affairs offi ce. Research published on 
meditative yoga and other forms of exercise suggests:

Overall, the studies comparing the effects of yoga and exercise seem to indi-
cate that, in both healthy and diseased populations, yoga may be as effective 
or better than exercise at improving a variety of health-related outcome mea-
sures… Furthermore, yoga appears to improve subjective measures of fatigue, 
pain, and sleep in healthy and ill populations. (Ross & Thomas, 2010, pp. 
3–12)

HIGHER EDUCATION ENVIRONMENTS 
WITH WELLNESS BASED COURSES

There is an awareness and priority forming for students, from two-year 
through doctorate degrees in higher education, to enroll in courses, which 
address the importance of taking care of oneself for the optimum mind, 
body, and spirit benefi t, which in turn improves academic success. We have 
included a partial sampling here. A broader spectrum also encompasses: 
College, University, and Hospital Wellness and Fitness programs, educa-
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tional non-profi t organizations, and colleges including osteopathic, chiro-
practic, and naturopathic based curriculums.

Wellness Courses for Credit

Rochester Institute of Technology (RIT)
Wellness courses are being integrated within the curriculum at the Roch-

ester Institute of Technology (RIT). Future college graduates are being in-
troduced to tools to balance their lifestyles by taking one wellness course 
(associate’s degree) or two wellness courses (bachelor’s degree) (RIT, n.d.-
a). Aside from the traditional fi tness and recreation courses, the school 
offers health and wellness classes for credit such as: Massage: Holistic Ther-
apy; Eating, Body Image and Food; and Spirituality & Health and Stress 
Management (RIT, n.d.-b).

University of Iowa
Undergraduate students at the University of Iowa can take a 2-credit 

course on mindfulness entitled “Being here with it all” to help them adapt 
to school and teach them mindfulness practices as a life skill (University of 
Iowa Hospital & Clinics, 2012).

Arizona Center for Integrative Medicine
Andrew Weil, M.D., founder and director of the Arizona Center for In-

tegrative Medicine, is one of the leading pioneers in wellness education. 
“The Arizona Center for Integrative Medicine leads the transformation of 
healthcare by creating, educating and actively supporting a community that 
embodies the philosophy and practice of healing-oriented medicine, ad-
dressing the mind, body and spirit.” (Arizona Center for Integrative Medi-
cine, n.d.-a)

Students in specifi c piloted Family Medicine Residency are now required 
to complete a .”..200-hour curriculum designed to be woven into the con-
ventional training of primary care residents. This online competency-based 
core curriculum in Integrative Medicine fi ts into the usual residency train-
ing without the need of adding an extra year of training…” (Arizona Center 
for Integrative Medicine, n.d.-b) The residents are taught how to take care 
of themselves while completing the program. The students can learn how 
to apply non-conventional therapies along with conventional therapies to 
help heal themselves and the patient. By specifi cally focusing on areas such 
as: anti-infl ammatory diet, depression and anxiety (mental health), nutri-
tion, and breath work; the medical student and patients can learn about 
different approaches to explore and treat each individual (Arizona Center 
for Integrative Medicine, n.d.-c).
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Center for Integrative Medicine, University of Maryland
The University of Maryland School of Medicine in Baltimore is another 

pioneer in educating student residents in medicine along with healthcare 
professionals and the public as to the varied options to treating the whole 
person—mind, body, and spirit. In April 2012, the Center hosted a Health 
and Wellness Conference (Center for Integrative Medicine, Conference 
2012). Some of the topics included: Healing the Healer, (introduction of 
acupressure and reiki energy healing for nurses, doctors, etc.), Mindfulness 
Based Stress Reduction, Therapeutic Yoga and Medical Qigong.

We currently offer lectures to Family Medicine residents during their re-
quired core curriculum, along with a four-part series on mind/body medicine 
and self-care during their behavioral medicine lecture series. Second year 
Family Medicine residents are now required to spend four afternoon sessions 
in our clinic, the Center for Healing, in order to learn fi rst-hand about the 
integration of complementary and conventional medical practice. (Center 
for Integrative Medicine, 2012)

The Maryland University of Integrated Health: A Look into the Future 
for Advanced Master Studies in Holistic Health & Wellness

Accredited and/or endorsed curriculums for Bachelor or Master’s de-
grees as wellness or holistic are as yet not widely offered. The Maryland 
University of Integrative Health (MUIH), formerly a.k.a. The Tai Sophia 
Institute, is a pioneering example of a higher education institution that of-
fers Master’s programs as Bachelor degrees in non-medical fi elds. Students 
can complete a Master’s degree in Nutrition & Integrative Health, Health & 
Wellness Coaching, etc. (Maryland Higher Education Commission, 2013).  
MUIH, as an  accredited university, offers Master’s degrees and academic 
certifi cate programs endorsed by the Middle States Commission on Higher 
Education (MSCHE). This includes an accredited Master’s in Acupuncture 
program (Maryland University of Integrative Health, 2013). MUIH recently 
added Master’s degree curriculums to their distant education on-line pro-
grams. MUIH as an innovator in the growing area of accredited holistic 
and wellness education also frequently presents free educational events and 
lectures to the public.

CONTINUING EDUCATION AND SUMMER PROGRAMS

Many colleges have continuing education wellness courses available to stu-
dents of all ages regardless of whether they are enrolled in a degree pro-
gram. In preparation for college there are also summer programs for high 
school, incoming freshman, undergraduate, and graduate students.

The Brain-Mind-Wellness (BMW) Summer Institute at the University of 
California Los Angeles (UCLA) offers three integrated courses to enhance 
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health, well-being, and creativity: Mindfulness Practice and Theory; Person-
al Brain Management; and Integrative East-West Medicine for Health and 
Wellness (University of California Los Angeles, 2012). Under the aegis of 
the David Geffen School of Medicine these courses combine the expertise 
of faculty members and leaders from the Center for East-West Medicine, 
Semel Institute for Neuroscience and Human Behavior, Mindful Awareness 
Research Center, and Tennenbaum Family Center for the Biology of Cre-
ativity. This is a truly integrative wellness experience that bridges multiple 
disciplines.

Aspects of wellness programs could similarly be included into the sum-
mer programs at other schools for credit. If taken for credit, students could 
be required to complete informal written or oral presentations as part of 
attending wellness classes (e.g., meditation, yoga, Pilates, stress manage-
ment, journaling, and creative expression). The students could share their 
testimonials with other students (i.e., what they learned, what they would 
use, and where to fi nd courses on campus and in the community).

SUMMARY

In educational environments, each student has their unique learning goals, 
beliefs, and challenges. Some goals are met easily, such as selecting an ar-
ray of courses in a particular subject area that address degree requirements 
and long-term career goals. Whether students are studying in the health 
fi eld or another fi eld, there are students who seek a broader aspiration. 
In addition to meeting career goals, students need life skills in our rapidly 
changing times. The healthy well rounded student can do more then just 
survive if they also have the skills to live a life based on a wisdom path. Fol-
lowing a wisdom path involves utilizing peace building and wellness tools 
that can serve them throughout their lives.

All students are faced with emotional daily stressors. Many students 
also struggle with learning due to: learning disabilities (e.g., ADHD, ADD, 
Asperger’s syndrome, low working memory, bipolarity), anxiety, low-self 
worth, severe or chronic physical ailments or disabilities (e.g., Lupus, Lyme, 
MS), severe emotional or physical trauma (e.g., PTSD, sports injury), and 
depression. Any challenges can greatly impact a student’s ability to succeed. 
Every student can benefi t from peace building practices and wellness-based 
courses that teach life skills.

“Life gets in the way,” individuals can easily get complacent and discour-
aged in implementing wellness practices. Integrating meditation alone 
without making the time and creating a conducive space to benefi t from its 
repeated practice can be wrought with distractions and set backs. Reinforc-
ing any healthy lifestyle habit can be fraught with uncertainty if the beliefs 
behind its benefi t are met with objections or doubt. It can feel like swim-
ming upstream against surging waters fi lled with eddies and cross currents. 
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If the current trends of increasingly busier lives put the importance of these 
practices on the back burner, it will take a supportive educational environ-
ment to consistently help both teachers and students recognize their ben-
efi t as part of a wisdom path.

CONCLUSION

Even within the chaos of our busy and complex world, a message of hope 
exists. This hopeful belief includes a trust in our ability to overcome inner 
(personal) and outer (societal) struggles. It is our evolution as educators to 
explore and provide the best tools we have available to build inner wisdom 
and lasting understanding between people.

Currently, many higher educational institutions offer wellness based pro-
grams through a health-oriented degree, non-credit courses, enrichment 
workshops, seminars, guest lecturers, and special speaker presentations on 
campus. It is our belief, that as part of a well-rounded course of study, well-
ness-based courses should be included for credit within all disciplines. A 
well-rounded degree program could include cross discipline subjects such 
as: mindfulness meditation, IMT exercises, holistic healing, massage thera-
py, hands healing practices, creative expression, and journaling.

Additionally, many of these courses include group interaction, sharing, 
and support, which foster a sense of inner and outer connection. Theses 
courses are often the fi rst introduction to life skills that also serve a need 
to reduce stress and improve cognitive skills. They can reinforce the impor-
tance of kindness and increase forgiveness, cooperation, acceptance, and 
empathy inside and outside the classroom. Primary, secondary, and higher 
educational schools can all benefi t from these peace building and wellness 
courses.

These courses can give us a deeper awareness of our own mind, help us 
heal, renew and access our inner strengths to navigate through life. We can 
cultivate a wisdom path within an academic environment by learning peace 
building and wellness practices for physical, mental and spiritual well-be-
ing. Becoming conscious of the healer within each of us is the ultimate 
wisdom path. By following the wisdom path students can learn how to heal 
themselves and each other to create a better world.

NOTES

1. Offered under the Department of Psychiatry, University of Iowa 
Hospitals & Clinics. Students pay half of the full rate.

2. MBSR Course is offered at the Syracuse University Counseling Cen-
ter. It is offered to students as a free non-academic six-week course.
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3. The Glen Esk Counseling Center at Towson University offers a 10-
week group mindfulness meditation workshop or individual ses-
sions for the students.

4. The University of Maryland Student Counseling Center at Balti-
more offers workshops on Mindfulness Meditation and Stress Re-
duction Series, self-esteem, and other topics.

5. The Benson-Henry Institute for Mind Body Medicine at Massachu-
setts General Hospital is a non-profi t scientifi c and educational 
organization dedicated to research, teaching, and clinical applica-
tion of mind/body medicine. Educational organization within a 
teaching hospital.

6. Refer to Michael A. Tansey, Ph.D.’s article entitled, “Wechsler 
(WISC-R) Changes following the treatment of Learning Disabili-
ties via EEG Biofeedback Training in a private practice setting,” 
Australian Journal of Psychology, 1991, Vol 43, 147–153.

7. ISNR (International Society for Neurofeedback & Research) is a 
professional association that publishes research in neurofeedback. 
Their website provides examples of in-depth studies and academic 
articles along with guidance for practitioners and the public.

8. BCIA certifi ed and experienced neurofeedback instructors and 
therapists and educational programs and resources can be located 
through the Biofeedback Certifi cation Institute of America (www.
bcia.org), the International Society for Neurofeedback and Re-
search [www.isnr.org], and the Association for Applied Psychophys-
iology and Biofeedback [www.aapb.org]. (http://www.neurofeed-
backconsult.com/resources/neurofeedback-a-promising-tool/)

9. In the late 1960s and 1970s it was learned that it was possible to 
recondition and retrain brainwave patterns.

10. Informal interview with Marianne Becker, Neurotherapist and Psy-
chotherapist at Your Brain Fitness in Ellicott City, Maryland. Ex-
planation about the benefi ts of Neurofeedback. http://www.your-
brainfi tness.com/index.php

11. Molly-Lannon Kenney, Founder and Executive Director of The Sa-
marya Center in Seattle, Washington, offers training and certifi ca-
tion for therapists in Integrated Movement Therapy.
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CHAPTER 9

ENACTING INDIGENOUS 
WISDOM WITHIN HIGHER 
EDUCATION PEDAGOGIES

An Example from Early Childhood Teacher 
Education in Aotearoa

Carol Smith and Jenny Ritchie

INTRODUCTION

Aotearoa New Zealand is a small Pacifi c country with a history of colonisa-
tion by Britain. The 1840 Tiriti o Waitangi/ Treaty of Waitangi, which en-
abled British settlement, also promised that Maori lands and other things of 
value would be protected by the British Crown. By the mid 1850s the infl ux 
of settlers and the losses to Maori life were such that Maori had become a 
minority in their own country. The majoritarian parliamentary system im-
posed by Britain meant that Maori were subsequently shut out from having 
any infl uence on legislation or policy, and consequently were further dev-
astated as their language and cultural practices were banned and devalued 
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(Orange, 1987, 2004; Smith, 1999; Walker, 2004). Yet Maori have remained 
resilient throughout this period of colonisation, and this is strongly refl ect-
ed in the early childhood care and education (ECCE) and early childhood 
teacher education sectors in Aotearoa. In 1996 the fi rst national early child-
hood curriculum was promulgated (Ministry of Education, 1996), and in 
accord with the sectors’ commitment to honouring the intent of the Tiriti o 
Waitangi/ Tiriti o Waitangi with regard to protection of Maori language and 
cultural values, this was also the fi rst ‘bicultural’ curriculum for the New 
Zealand education sector.

This chapter explores ways in which a particular early childhood teacher 
education degree programme attempts to incorporate the wisdom of the 
Indigenous Maori in relation to enactment, on a daily basis, of Maori val-
ues of wairuatanga (spirituality), whanaungatanga (relationships), manaaki-
tanga (caring and generosity), with recognition of the interconnectedness 
of tinana (physicality) and hinengaro (intellect) (Mead, 2003). In the early 
1990s, respected Maori academic Mason Durie (1994) challenged the com-
parmentalised Western approach to health and wellbeing with his model 
‘Te Whare Tapa Wha,’ which used the metaphor of a whare (meeting-house) 
to portray a holistic model of wellbeing requiring the integration of te taha 
wairua (the spiritual dimension); te taha hinengaro (the mental/intellectual 
dimension); te taha tinana (the physical (bodily) dimension); and te taha 
whanau (the social/family dimension).

Spiritual wellbeing is paramount from a Maori perspective (Marsden, 
2003), and also highly important is the wellbeing of the collective to which 
one belongs and contributes. Maori educationalist Rangimarie Rose Pere 
(1991) also offered an integrated model, ‘Te Wheke,’ the key components 
of which are wairuatanga (spirituality); mana ake (uniqueness of the indi-
vidual); mauri (ethos which sustains all life forms including the language); 
ha a kui ma a koro ma (traditional cultural legacy); te taha tinana (physical 
aspect); whanaungatanga (kinship); whatumanawa (emotional aspect); and 
hinengaro (mind). In this chapter we fi rstly provide background informa-
tion regarding the context of our early childhood care and education de-
gree programme. We then proceed to explain key Maori concepts in more 
depth, followed by outlining specifi c pedagogical applications of these Ma
ori values within our early childhood teacher education programme.

DESCRIPTION OF CONTEXT

Over the past two centuries of colonisation, the Indigenous Maori have 
struggled to maintain their language and values in the face of extreme de-
moralisation, as an ongoing onslaught of legislation alienated them from 
their lands and forced them into an education system which denied the use 
of their language. Maori spiritual practices were devalued, and traditional 
practices of spiritual leaders outlawed by the Suppression of Tohunga Act 
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(New Zealand Parliament, 1907; Walker, 2004). Previously reduced to a 
near invisible minority within their own country due to a lack of immunity 
to introduced diseases, musket wars, and deprivation resulting from hav-
ing been alienated from their economic resources (Orange, 1987), Maori 
have crept back to the current level of 14.6% of the population (Pool & 
Kukutai, 2011; Statistics New Zealand, 2007). In response to ongoing Maori 
activism in pursuit of the assurances given by the British Crown as outlined 
in the 1840 Tiriti o Waitangi/Treaty of Waitangi, of protections of chief-
tainship, land, resources and valued aspects such as language, there has 
been increasing legislative and policy recognition of obligations to Maori 
since 1975, when the treaty was fi nally acknowledged within our legislature. 
The 1989 Education Act required the governing councils of tertiary insti-
tutions to “acknowledge the principles of the Treaty of Waitangi” (section 
181) (New Zealand Parliament, 1989). The actual Tiriti/Treaty consists of 
a short series of ‘articles,’ and there has been a great deal of ongoing delib-
eration as to what exactly are the ‘principles’ for action in line with these 
treaty obligations (Te Puni Kōkiri, 2001). There appears to be general ac-
ceptance that Crown (government) agencies such as tertiary institutions 
need to be seen to be “acting reasonably and in utmost good faith toward 
the Maori Treaty partner, making informed decisions, and avoiding impedi-
ments to the redress of past breaches” (Te Puni Kōkiri, 2001, p. 22) and 
that decision-making needs to involve consultation with appropriate Maori 
representatives.

There is increasing recognition internationally of the rights of Indig-
enous and other children whose ethnicity differs from that of the dominant 
culture, to have education which is affi rming of their home languages and 
values, and that this recognition of their identities is a key factor in their 
educational achievement (Soto & Tuinhof de Moed, 2011; United Nations, 
2007). In our country, Aotearoa New Zealand, all initial teacher education 
degree programmes are overseen by the New Zealand Teachers Council 
(NZTC) in regard to initial approval as well as ongoing review and monitor-
ing. The NZTC has prepared various guiding documents for initial teacher 
education providers. The ‘Graduating Teachers Standards’ (GTS) lists re-
quired competencies for student teachers to have achieved prior to their 
graduation from the tertiary institution. These GTS require that prior to 
graduation, teachers need to have demonstrated that they “have knowledge 
of tikanga [Maori beliefs, values and cultural practices] and te reo Maori 
[the Maori language] to work effectively within the bicultural contexts of 
Aotearoa New Zealand” along with “an understanding of education within 
the bicultural, multicultural, social, political, economic and historical con-
texts of Aotearoa New Zealand” (New Zealand Teachers Council, 2007). 
They must also demonstrate respect for and use “te reo Maori [the Maori 
language] me nga tikanga-a-iwi [tribal cultures and values] appropriately in 
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their practice” (New Zealand Teachers Council, 2007). This is a commend-
able yet challenging expectation, given the context of a predominately 
non-Maori society, which is largely monolingual in English. Only 1.6% of 
Pakeha (citizens of European ancestry) speak Maori, although 24% of M
aori are speakers of te reo Maori, the Maori language(Statistics New Zea-
land. Tatauranga Aotearoa, 2010).

The Ministry of Education has for the past fi ve years promoted a Maori 
education strategy which aims to lift the current under-achievement of M
aori students, through shifting educational discourse pertaining to Maori 
from the historical mode of defi cit thinking, where Maori children (and 
their families) have been blamed for poor performance (Pihama, Smith, 
Taki, & Lee, 2004), to a view of cultural capability, where being Maori is seen 
as a central platform for success (Ministry of Education, 2008). The focus 
for the entire education sector (early childhood through to tertiary) is now 
framed by the Ministry’s Maori education strategy as having the goal of “Ma
ori enjoying and achieving education success as Maori” (Ministry of Educa-
tion, 2012, p. 3).

In recognition of the need for support for the largely monocultural, 
monolingual teacher workforce in relation to these expectations, the NZTC 
and Ministry of Education have recently prepared a guide to cultural com-
petencies for teachers “of Maori learners” (Ministry of Education & New 
Zealand Teachers Council, 2011). In response to the state education sys-
tem’s historical (and ongoing) failure to protect their language and ensure 
educational success for their children (Waitangi Tribunal, 1986, 2011), Ma
ori have in the past three decades generated a separate kaupapa Maori (Ma
ori philosophy) education movement beginning with ‘kōhanga reo’ (Maori 
immersion language nests) for children (and families) in the early years, 
which are attended by 21% of Maori children enrolled within the early 
childhood care and education sector (Ministry of Education & New Zea-
land Teachers Council, 2011). However, only 3.76% of Maori children are 
enrolled in kura kaupapa Maori (Maori philosophy and immersion schools) 
(Ministry of Education, 2009), the remaining 96.24% attending ‘main-
stream,’ English medium schools. This means that initial teacher education 
providers need to ensure that all beginning teachers in this country have 
gained competence and commitment to work respectfully and responsively 
with Maori children and their families.

The early childhood teacher education programme at Te Whare Wa
nanga o Wairaka—Unitec Institute of Technology, is one of several pro-
viders of early childhood care and education (ECCE) qualifi cations within 
the Auckland region. Auckland is the largest city in New Zealand, with a 
population of 1.5 million (Tan, 2012, February 1). The Institute, unusually 
for a ‘mainstream’ education provider, has its own document, ‘Te Noho Kota-
hitanga,’ which outlines partnership expectations with Maori, based on the 
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understandings outlined in Te Tiriti o Waitangi/The Treaty of Waitangi. Our 
ECCE teacher education programme is a three-year undergraduate degree. 
Our students are ‘fi eld-based,’ which means they must be working, in either 
a voluntary or paid capacity, in an early childhood care and education set-
ting for a minimum of 15 hours per week. Meanwhile, they attend their 
teacher education classes at Unitec for one day and one evening per week. 
We currently have 311 students enrolled in our programme, of whom 62% 
are Pakeha (of European descent); 13% are Maori, 15% are from a range 
of Pacifi c Islands; 7% are from China, and 7% also from India (with some 
students identifying with more than one of these ethnicities). Whilst 16% 
of our students are under twenty years old, 37% are between the ages of 20 
and 24, 13% are aged 25–29, 11% are aged 30–34, 8% are aged 35–39, 6% 
are 40–45, 4.5% are aged 45–49 and 3% are aged 50 and over. We also have 
seven (2%) male students enrolled in our programme (source: internal 
institutional data-base).

EARLY CHILDHOOD TEACHER EDUCATION IN NEW ZEALAND

Western teacher education has historically refl ected “predominately white” 
models of knowledge construction and transmission, which are transmis-
sive rather than relational (Brayboy & Maughan, 2009, p. 2) and spirituality 
has consequently been marginalised within these programmes (Richard-
son Bruna, 2010). As Parker Palmer has written, “The culture of higher 
education too often creates spaces that send the soul into hiding” (Palmer, 
2003, p. 384). Whilst it is now recognised that early childhood teacher edu-
cation programmes can generate understandings regarding the cultural 
funds of knowledge of diverse students through a sociocultural construc-
tivist approach (Adair, 2011), key to a genuinely transformative process is 
the offering of alternative conceptualisation of teaching, fostering of criti-
cal refl ection regarding implicit and enacted theories, through ongoing 
self-inquiry and negotiation of complex and competing discourses (Blank, 
2010; Gupta, 2006; Keskitalo, Määttä, & Uusiautti, 2011). Further, challeng-
es to positivist reifi cation of pre-determined knowledge outcomes (Cannel-
la, 1997), have generated post-structural and postmodern considerations, 
allowing for shifts in the work of teachers and teacher educators towards 
recognition of the importance of relationality and spiritual dimensions in 
teachers’ work (Bone, 2005; Fraser, 2007; Gordon, 2008; McKenzie, 2008; 
Tucker, 2010), as seen in the integral recognition by Indigenous peoples 
of the metaphysical within everyday practices (Brayboy & Maughan, 2009). 
Opening our pedagogies to these critiques has created spaces for culturally 
and spiritually inclusive pedagogies.

Integral to this process in our country, with its legacy of colonisation, 
is to generate awareness of, and a personal commitment to honouring 
the culture of the Indigenous Maori, through various practices enacted 
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throughout the three year teacher education programme (Ritchie, 2003). 
The process can be seen from three different lenses: reclamation, restora-
tion and rejuvenation. First and foremost is the reclamation of a way of 
knowing, being and doing (Martin, 2007) that is based in tikanga Maori 
(Maori beliefs and cultural practices), repositioning these as pedagogically 
valid. The process of restoration is seen in the implementation of practices 
which validate success for both Maori and non-Maori learners, thereby af-
fi rming the validity of this way of knowing, being, and doing. Rejuvenation 
occurs as practitioners, informed by the wisdoms of the Indigenous people, 
take their commitment into the community, creating social transformation 
in the wider ECCE sector.

Enactment of the spiritual, embodied rituals of te ao Maori (the Maori 
worldview) through everyday teacher education classroom practices is the 
practical application of this commitment. Through this pedagogy, students 
learn in a different way, through a medium whereby “We can see what one 
knows by what one does; or, what one does, or puts to use, demonstrates the 
knowledge that individual has” (Brayboy & Maughan, 2009, p. 15). For Ma
ori, spiritual wellbeing is central and integral to overall wellbeing, and oper-
ates at a collective as well as individual level (Durie, 1994; Pere, 1982/1994, 
1991). Soto and Tuinhof de Moed (2011) recognise the individual and col-
lective healing potential of spiritually infused pedagogies:

An educational transformation toward ‘our ways of knowing’ includes wis-
dom, storytelling, herstories, ethical politics, humane values, emerging tech-
nologies, historical literature, oral traditions, time-honored celebrations and 
spiritual practices. Our diverse peoples’ perspectives can help to provide ways 
of viewing the world and the human experience with respectful eyes, healing 
eyes, compassionate eyes. Our children can no longer be essentialized into 
neat categories as our families refl ect diverse ethnicities, races, languages, 
cultures, and experiences. (Soto & Tuinhof de Moed, 2011, p. 329)

MAORI UNDERSTANDINGS AS EMBODIED ENACTMENT

Learners at any stage need to be exposed to ways of knowing, being, and do-
ing which allow for their physical wellbeing (tinana) to be embraced; their 
ways of spiritual being and understanding (wairua) to be acknowledged, 
and very importantly the relationships (whanaungatanga) that they build 
with those who play a role in their learning. As educators, it is important 
to understand that the learners’ physical wellbeing is maintained through 
their bodies (tinana), therefore requiring a focus on enabling the learner 
to understand and acknowledge that they must be aware of and listen to the 
messages that are emitted from their tinana. The aspect of hinengaro (mind) 
involves the development of the intellectual and emotional domains, and 
includes the sense of wellbeing, acceptance, contribution, understanding, 
and aroha (love) as ways of knowing, being and doing. Wairuatanga (spiri-



  Enacting Indigenous Wisdom Within Higher Education Pedagogies • 149

tual wellbeing) involves a belief in one’s self and knowledge that one’s be-
liefs are valued, and acknowledged. It provides a guide to monitoring our 
ways of knowing, being, and doing. The tinana (physical body) is the inter-
preter of our intellect, emotions, and wairua (spiritual wellbeing) and both 
teachers and learners need to ensure that they listen to these messages, and 
respond in ways in which their (and others’) hinengaro (mind) and wairua 
(spirit) are embraced.

An appreciation of whanau (collective, extended family) and 
whanaungatanga (relationships) is the recognition that nobody is born or 
should remain alone. Therefore, learners need to understand that they are 
part of the whanau of the teacher education programme, with staff and fel-
low students who are there to walk alongside, and support the learner on 
their journey. Whakawhanaungatanga, the building of these relationships 
is essential to student success and ongoing development. The total pack-
age of providing these dimensions are encompassed in the concept of ma-
naaki tangata—to care for each person, and lift the mana (pride, prestige, 
respect) in a way which will allow the learner to not only feel acknowledged 
but also feel that they are valued, are able to make a contribution and are 
participants in their own learning. Such an ethos is essential when working 
with and alongside whanau when caring for and educating their tamariki/
mokopuna (children/grandchildren).

PEDAGOGICAL PRACTICES IN THE EARLY CHILDHOOD 
TEACHER EDUCATION PROGRAMME

Within our programme we have explored various ways of promoting 
whakawhanaungatanga (relationship-building), incorporating the foster-
ing of hinengaro, wairua, and tinana through the enactment of ongoing M
aori protocols of welcoming and the maintenance of spiritual wellbeing. 
Through these Maori protocols, the students gain a sense that they are 
loved and cared for within the embrace of their new learning situation. 
Their success is the shared success of the communities of whanau (families) 
and wananga (institute) which allows them to feel proud (whakamana), and 
that their hinengaro, tinana and wairua has been nurtured. Components that 
are key to the success of this process include institutional level commitment 
and support, such as the provision on site of a wharenui (meeting-house), as 
well as the personal and professional commitment of staff who are leading 
and lecturing on the programme.

He aha te mea nui o te Ao?
He tangata, he tangata, he tangata

What is the most important thing in the World?
It is people, it is people, it is people
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These words are the end verse of a whakatauki (proverb) which is used at 
occasions where the speaker makes reference to the importance of being 
human and the human being. It is within this concept that the enactment 
of Indigenous wisdoms is based and practiced within our initial teacher 
education programme for the Bachelor of Teaching (Early Childhood Edu-
cation).

There are many ways of enacting such wisdoms, however, fundamental to 
this process is to ensure that the wairua (spirit) and the mana (integrity) of 
each student is acknowledged from the fi rst day of attendance at our whare 
wananga (institution of learning) to their fi nal graduation, three or more 
years later. It is important that these two dimensions are attended to in or-
der that the holistic aspects of hinengaro (emotional and intellectual) and 
whanaungatanga of the student teacher are embraced. We so often speak of 
the importance of recognizing that when we are walking alongside children 
we must always consider the whole child, taking the holistic view described 
in Durie’s (1994) metaphor of ‘Te Whare Tapawha’ and yet unfortunately, 
when walking alongside students sometimes only lip-service may be given to 
these essential elements of human development and need.

As they enter our programme, the analogy or metaphor of “being in 
the waka” (canoe) is introduced to akonga (students). The analogy relates 
to people, being part of a shared community of learners, coming together 
with a shared kaupapa (theme, focus), which is knowing that through work-
ing together through their period of study to become qualifi ed teachers, 
eventually the result will be the collective achievement of this purpose via 
the mutual journey on the same waka. There is a collective connectivity 
(kotahitanga) which allows for all in the waka to achieve and succeed. As 
the akonga (student) sits in the metaphorical waka, in a place where they 
will feel comfortable, they will learn to contribute towards the goals of the 
waka, by being a contributing, responsible, member of the wha-nau (fam-
ily) of that waka. As the waka journeys on, there will be times when one 
person may have to move from a place of comfort to a place of being un-
comfortable for the sake of the success of the waka and the journey to reach 
the destination and goal. This allows for people to play roles of leader-
ship (kaiwhakahaere) and support (tautoko), installing in the students the 
understanding that whanaungatanga (relationships) are a most important 
aspect of being human and being successful and that success is of and for 
the group rather than for the individual. Students realise that the concept 
of interdependency rather than independency allows for a shared success.

The concept of being in a waka aligns with the national early childhood 
curriculum of Aotearoa New Zealand, Te Whariki (Ministry of Education, 
1996). Te Whariki has four principles: Empowerment/Whakamana; Holistic 
Development/Kotahitanga; Family and Community/Whanau Tangata; and 
Relationships/Nga Hononga. These principles underpin the fi ve strands of 
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the curriculum: Well-Being/Mana Atua; Belonging/Mana Whenua; Con-
tribution/Mana Tangata; Contribution/Mana Reo; and Exploration/Mana 
Aoturoa. The metaphor of sharing a journey on a waka recognises, as does 
Te Whariki, the centrality of relationships, and that the need for a sense of 
belonging and opportunities to contribute to the collective, are important 
pedagogical underpinnings. Furthermore, the Te Whariki principle of Ho-
listic Development affi rms that: “Cognitive, social, cultural, physical, emo-
tional, and spiritual dimensions of human development are integrally in-
terwoven” (Ministry of Education, 1996, p. 41). Learning and development 
are to be fostered by ensuring the “recognition of the spiritual dimension 
of children’s lives in culturally, socially, and individually appropriate ways” 
(p. 41). The pedagogy of the teacher education, is thus in alignment with 
the curriculum for early childhood care and education in Aotearoa.

Te Timatanga (The Beginning)

After being selected for entry into the degree programme, and before 
beginning their studies, students are given a pōhiri (traditional welcome) 
on to the Institute marae (formal meeting place) and into the whare (formal 
meeting house). This is regarded as their “getting into the waka” of the 
whare wananga (institute of learning) and signals the beginning of their 
journey toward becoming teachers of young children. On this occasion, 
students are encouraged to bring whanau (family) to accompany them so 
that the family might be part of the experience of their whanau member be-
ginning their journey of study. Whanau at this time effectively “hand over” 
their whanau members to the whare wananga, indicating that their taonga 
(treasure—metaphor for something/someone precious) is being tempo-
rarily given over to the whare wananga and that we, the staff of the institute, 
are to manaaki (care for), tautoko (support) and treat the student with the 
aroha (empathy, care, regard) that is expected when receiving such a gift. 
This process can also indicate to the staff of the whare wananga that if the 
family subsequently fi nd that the student is not being adequately cared for, 
then at that point the whanau can challenge the institution and demand to 
know why the whanau member was not well cared for whilst in the care of 
the whare wananga. This implies that the student does not come alone but 
with a korowai (cloak) of people who will be there to support her/him and 
to look kanohi ki te kanohi (face-to-face) with the programme leaders and 
lecturers who will be responsible for the success of their whanau member. It 
is acceptable within kaupapa Maori (Maori philosophy) that if the receivers 
of the whanau member (lecturers within the degree programme) do not 
uphold the dignity (whakamana) of the whanau member then that student’s 
whanau may return and take back their taonga (treasure). This way of know-
ing, being, and doing can apply in all situations where a group of people 
are accepting another person into their “waka.” The initial concept of “be-
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ing in the waka” is expressed in the following statement: “With my success, 
the whanau is successful, and the success of the whanau is my success.”

Kei te haere tonu te mahi nei (Ongoing Involvement)

At the beginning of the fi rst class of each teaching day a karakia (bless-
ing) is said by the lecturer and students together, and this is followed by 
a waiata (song) or himene (hymn). The regular, ritual singing of waiata 
is a holistic “technique of the body,” hereby rhythmic, symbolic patterns 
of sound simultaneously give expression to both body and soul (Ignatow, 
2012, p. 10)

At the end of classes for the day, a karakia whakamutunga (ending bless-
ing) is said followed also by a waiata or himene. With the akonga (students) 
accepting that they are in a waka (canoe) there begins the forming of 
whanaungatanga (relationships), whereby their new fellow students become 
their class whanau and one in which they will remain for three years. Each 
and every class member plays a part in the success of that waka, or cohort 
and they collectively achieve success by giving tautoko (support) to each 
other. Whilst initially there is often some resistance from students unfamil-
iar with this tikanga (cultural practice), an approach of walking alongside 
each student and the felt sense of aroha (empathy, care, regard), eventually 
results in a collective sense of safety, as students feel the support of the 
others around them. It is important also to recognise the students who are 
Maori, and validate their backgrounds alongside those of the many other 
ethnicities present.

Should a new member join the whanau (i.e., of that particular student 
cohort), then she/he is given a whakatau (informal welcome ceremony) 
whereby the manuhiri (newcomer) is welcomed with ritual in such a way 
as to become a member of the waka. If there is a lecturer, or guest speaker 
who comes to be with the whanau at a particular time and they are new to 
the waka, then again, this manuhiri (newcomer) is welcomed and accepted 
into the waka. If the kaupapa (philosophy) of welcoming is not followed 
then in effect there is a stranger in their midst, and this situation can create 
uncertainty, mistrust, a sense of loss of responsibility, invasion and violation, 
and a loss of control of the kaupapa (philosophy) of collective ownership, 
contribution and power. Once the akonga (students) welcome the manuhiri 
(visitor), then the manuhiri has a right of reply thereby bringing the wairua 
(spirit) of the two parties together, that of the tangata whenua (literally peo-
ple of the land, in this case, those belonging in the metaphoric waka) and 
the manuhiri (those who are visiting). This brings together people together 
with a shared purpose, and acknowledges the mana (prestige, respect), 
wairua (spiritual dimension) and the mauri (the essence of life) of all, en-
abling the collective journey to continue. With this “coming together” of 
the two parties, a sense of trust, respect and togetherness is created which 
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allows for power to be shared by both parties, each having a responsibility 
to one another.

Koha (Gifts)

When a manuhiri such as a guest speaker has completed their mahi 
(work) within the waka, the tangata whenua (students of the waka) present a 
small kete (woven basket) to the manuhiri as a token of appreciation for the 
sharing of their knowledge and skills. Inside this kete are pieces of coloured 
paper on which akonga (students) have written their thoughts on the contri-
bution that has been given by the manuhiri. This is presented to the manuhi-
ri by an akonga and then a waiata (song) is sung by the group, in support 
of this presentation. The concept of this koha (gift) is to allow the akonga 
to share their words of thought and demonstrating that koha (gifts) need 
not be of money or material things, but “words”—a most simple and hon-
est way of offering thanks for their contribution to the kaupapa and their 
study. Feedback from a recent kaiako manuhiri (guest speaker, a teacher) 
was that when she returned to her ECCE centre she laid her pieces of paper 
containing the whakaaro aroha (kind thoughts) from the students, onto the 
staffroom table for all her colleagues to read, thus sharing the aroha and 
wairua of the students. This can be seen as an example of rejuvenation of 
tikanga Maori (Maori beliefs and practices). Often a hakari (shared food) 
is incorporated into the koha (gift) as well, so that the akonga and manuhiri 
join and share together, through the dimension of kai (food), the expres-
sion of manaakitanga (caring, generosity).

Before akonga depart on their required fi ve week teaching practicum 
in early childhood centres, they are given a karakia (blessing) followed 
by a hariru (handshake) and a hongi (pressing of noses) as they leave the 
whare wananga. On the morning of their return they are formally called 
(karanga) back into the whare wananga, and greeted with a hariru, hongi 
and karakia, acknowledging their safe return from the wider community 
back into their waka. It is at these times that whanaungatanga (caring rela-
tionships) is strongly felt and emotions arise, as the akonga return in their 
embodied, spiritual and emotional state to be reunited with their whanau 
(class ‘family’) again. This whakawhanaungatanga (relationship building) is 
very evident on these occasions as the demonstration of aroha (affection) 
is openly displayed, simultaneously involving the other essential concepts 
of wairuatanga (spiritual interconnectedness) and kotahitanga (collectivity). 
This process of resistance and reconciliation can also be applied to lectur-
ing staff as they themselves progress their journeying in the wider waka of 
commitment to bi-epistemic pedagogies. Some lecturers from within our 
programme, who are particularly passionate about furthering this kaupapa, 
write papers and give presentation on their research, at academic confer-
ences as well as to ECCE associations. Particular efforts are made to offer 
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workshops on related topics for our associate teachers, those who support 
our students during their teaching practicum.

Te Kaiako (The teacher)

The implementing of this kaupapa (philosophy) as a way of knowing, be-
ing, and doing allows for the whanaungatanga (relationship) between kaiako 
(teacher) and akonga (student) to be a role of shared power, drawing to-
gether peoples who are “in the waka” for the same reason, a commitment to 
the profession of early childhood care and education. This aligns with the 
Maori concept of ako which means both to learn and to teach, recognizing 
the reciprocity of the learner/teacher relationship and the learning/teach-
ing process. The kaiako (teacher) is an akonga (student) and the akonga 
(student) is a kaiako (teacher), simultaneously teaching and learning to 
and from each other. An equalizing mode of power operates through the 
enactment of aroha (love, respect, care). This closeness of relationship can 
clash with other sociocultural perspectives of the role of a kaiako (teacher) 
as there can be perceptions that the line between the kaiako and akonga 
becomes “professionally” blurred. However, in the experience of this writer 
(Carol Smith), this is merely a different way of knowing, being and doing 
which has been very successful for the 34 akonga who have just completed 
their three year study and to whom I have been their year liaison person or 
more affectionately termed, ‘whaea’ (‘aunty’ or ‘mother’). It is when such 
sociocultural perspectives knock up against each other that the strength 
of the aroha in the waka becomes evident and becomes tikanga, that is the 
normal, natural, and right way of knowing being and doing in te ao Maori 
(the Maori world).

CONCLUSION

The metaphor of “being in the waka” at the whare wananga becomes a way 
of knowing, being, and doing which is normal, natural, and right for akonga 
(students) and then, hopefully, goes on to form the basis for their pedagogy 
for teaching of young children in their early childhood care and educa-
tion settings. An example of this is taken from a recent observation of an 
akonga (student) from our programme, in her role as a kaiako teaching in 
an early childhood centre, who asked of the children at wa whanau (circle 
time): “Ko wai kei te noho ki roto i tō tatou waka i tēnei ra?” (“Who is sit-
ting in our waka today?”). In response to this question, a tamaiti (child) 
chooses her/his name and places it into a cardboard waka (canoe) which is 
beside the kaiako. This example demonstrates that the kaiako is practicing 
a bi-epistemic pedagogy, acknowledging the language and culture of the 
Indigenous peoples, Maori, of Aotearoa New Zealand.
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A further example of the enactment of kaupapa Maori pedagogies can be 
seen in the outreach into the community offered by our programme, under 
the facilitation of Whaea Carol Smith, whereby early childhood care and 
education centres are invited to experience the pōhiri (welcoming) process. 
After being brought onto the marae (formal meeting area) they are told 
the stories of the carvings within the wharenui (meeting-house), and then 
they are invited to participate in a whakaari (dramatic performance). This 
whakaari, performed by ECCE students and lecturers, narrates the story of 
how the Indigenous birds of Aotearoa came to be the way we know them, 
according to Maori mythology. This opportunity allows for tamariki, whanau 
and kaiako (children, families and teachers) to learn Indigenous tikanga 
(beliefs and practices) and matauranga (knowledge) in an authentic set-
ting.

Through such pedagogies, tamariki (children) are afforded access to an 
enhanced sense of mana (pride, prestige, power) and mana whenua (belong-
ing) as they engage with the language and worldviews of the Indigenous 
people of this country, alongside those of the dominant European culture. 
By “being in the waka” the team of kaiako, also have a sense of belonging, 
contribution, responsibility, and shared involvement where the shared “hoe” 
(oar, rowing) of the waka creates its direction, movement and success.

The examples given above demonstrate some ways in which lecturers in 
an early childhood teacher education programme, are consciously foster-
ing practices which create a community of learners which decentres the 
usual top-down, binary model of lecturer/student, opening up spaces for 
respectful dialogue which is refl ective of cultural differences, even when 
some of the views expressed may be challenging for others, including the 
lecturer, to consider (Depalma, 2010). Everyday rituals of shared expres-
sion underpin pedagogies which aim to uphold the mana (power, prestige) 
of students, through ensuring their holistic wellbeing, modelling compas-
sionate ways of being in relation with others. These practices are ones which 
“remain open and welcoming to difference, whether of people, culture, 
ideas or beliefs, and become essential in terms of sharing spiritual under-
standings and becoming transformative” (Bone, Cullen, & Loveridge, 2007, 
p. 351). The honouring of Maori ways of being, knowing and doing as inte-
gral to daily pedagogical practice demonstrates a commitment by lecturers 
in this programme, to modelling counter-colonial pedagogical paradigms, 
a counter-narrative to the (mostly covert) racism of the dominant culture 
(Ladson-Billings, 2012; Patrick, 2010).

In essence, the incorporation of Indigenous/Maori ways of knowing, be-
ing and doing, within this teacher education programme has begun the 
processes of reclamation, restoration and rejuvenation of embodied paths 
to wisdom and social transformation. Reclamation is begun with the ac-
knowledgment that Aotearoa New Zealand has a founding document, Te 
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Tiriti o Waitangi/The Treaty of Waitangi. This is refl ected in ‘Te Noho Kota-
hitanga,’ the document of Te Whare Wananga o Wairaka (Unitec) which 
is the learning institution’s response to this founding document. Through 
our practice of tikanga Maori we are reclaiming an Indigenous right. Resto-
ration speaks of the methodology of learning which is conducted with the 
akonga (student), in order to impart Maori ways of knowing, being and do-
ing alongside Western pedagogies. Finally, rejuvenation is visible in the evi-
dence of the practice of the teachers from our programme as they continue 
to model kaupapa Maori in their work with whanau/tamariki/mokopuna.

Kei te whakau whenua (reclamation). Kei te whakaora (restoration) te 
reo me ōna tikanga. Kei te whakahaumanu (rejuvenate) te tangata, kia hae-
re tonu te tino rangatiratanga o nga iwi katoa. (May the land be reclaimed. 
May the language and culture be restored. May the people be rejuvenated, 
so that all people may continue in their self-determination).

GLOSSARY OF MAORI TERMS:

ako—to learn and to teach
akonga—students
aroha —empathy, care, regard, love, affection
Aotearoa—a Maori name for New Zealand
ha a kui ma a koro ma—traditional cultural legacy
hakari—shared food
hariru—handshake
himene —hymn
hinengaro—mind, intellect
hoe—oar, rowing
hongi—pressing of noses in greeting
kai—food
kaiwhakahaere—leader
kanohi ki te kanohi—face-to-face
karakia—blessing
karakia whakamutunga —ending blessing
karanga—traditional ceremonial call
kaupapa—theme, focus, philosophy
kaupapa—philosophy
kete—woven basket
koha—gift
kōhanga reo’—Maori immersion early childhood and whanau education 

settings
kotahitanga—collective connectivity
kura kaupapa Maori—Maori philosophy and immersion schools
mahi—work
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mana—pride, prestige, power, integrity, respect
mana ake—uniqueness of the individual
mana whenua—belonging
manaaki —care for
manaaki tangata—to care for each person
manaakitanga—caring, generosity, hospitality
manuhiri —newcomer, visitor, guest
marae—formal meeting area
matauranga—knowledge
mauri—life force, the essence of life
me—and
mokopuna—grandchildren
pohiri—traditional welcome
tamariki—children
tangata whenua—people of the land
taonga—treasure; something/someone precious
tautoko—support
te—the
te ao Maori—the Maori world/worldview
te reo Maori—the Maori language
te taha hinengaro—the mental/intellectual dimension
te taha tinana —the physical (bodily) dimension
te taha wairua—the spiritual dimension
te taha whanau—the family dimension
tikanga—Maori beliefs, values and cultural practices
tikanga-a-iwi —tribal cultures and values
tinana—physical body
Tiriti o Waitangi/Treaty of Waitangi—document which presaged settle-

ment of Aotearoa
wa whanau —circle time
waiata—song
wairua—ways of spiritual being and understanding, spirituality
wairuatanga —spirituality; spiritual interconnectedness; spiritual wellbe-

ing
waka—canoe
whaea—aunty, mother, term of respect for a woman
whakaari—dramatic performance
whakaaro aroha—kind thoughts
whakamana—empower, uphold the dignity
whakatau—informal welcome ceremony
whakatauki—proverb
whakawhanaungatanga—relationship building
whanau—collective, extended family
whanaungatanga—kinship, relationships
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whare—meeting-house
whare wananga—institution of learning
wharenui—meeting-house
whatumanawa—emotional dimension
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CHAPTER 10
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INTRODUCTION

In 2007, the University of Redlands opened its Meditation Room, one of 
the fi rst “contemplative classrooms” in the country. (See picture.) The 
room is designed to facilitate interior learning and body-mind-spirit whole-
ness. Instead of traditional desks and chairs, students learn on meditation 
cushions and yoga mats. This chapter describes the process and effect of a 
meditation practice in the Seminar on Compassion course, one of several 
academic undergraduate courses taught in the Meditation Room.

Eight weeks into the Compassion course, the students begin to realize 
that genuine compassion requires a mind-body, inner-outer congruence. 
They are introduced to tonglen, a meditation practice taught by the Dalai 
Lama and other Tibetan Buddhist authors featured in the course. Also re-
ferred to as “Taking and Giving” meditation, this method involves “taking 
in” the pain of others and “giving out” hope, healing, and relief—on the 
medium of the breath. The meditator “exchanges” his or her peace with 
the suffering of others.

Because of the advanced nature of this meditation, it is one of the last 
practices that students learn in the course. By the time they are introduced 
to tonglen, they have worked deeply with other practices such as loving kind-
ness meditation, gratitude, self-inquiry, death meditation, nature observa-
tion, and the personifi cation of inner obstacles. They have conceptually 
analyzed the nature of suffering and, through the conscious cultivation of 
wisdom, learned to distinguish true compassion from the co-dependent 
“taking on” of the suffering of others. Such training prepares them for 
tonglen, which many of them fi nd to be the most transformative practice 
learned in the course.

Students read about tonglen practice from Buddhist texts and then work 
with it in their daily life, situations of personal distress, community service 
sites (animal shelters, Alzheimer’s facilities, battered women shelters, etc), 
and worldwide calamities. Although students are initially appalled at the 
idea of breathing in the suffering of others, they uniformly report the pow-
er of this practice to bring about a deeper embodiment of the course mate-
rial. Their initial discomfort of tending to a person with Alzheimer’s, for 
example, transmutes into compassionate presence as they quietly do ton-
glen during the visit. The effect of this embodied pedagogy is best revealed 
through a narrative that incorporates the students’ direct experience.

CLASSROOM NARRATIVE: “YOU WANT US TO WHAT?”

All twenty-eight students stare back at me. Eyes wide with disbelief, their 
mouths fall open as if to say: “Okay, Professor, listen here! We have been 
exceptionally agreeable to all of the meditative methods you’ve asked us 
to try, even the ones that scared the heck out of us, like the Death Medita-



 The Power of Meditation in College Learning • 165

tion. But this one makes no sense. Actually, it might destroy us. How can we 
breathe in the suffering of the world without it killing us?”

I let the silence hang there. I can feel their terror reverberating in the 
room, and I wait for them to put words to it. They need to refl ect on their 
unease by voicing the terror. Eventually, a student quivers: “I can’t face the 
suffering of my own life. How can I possibly breathe-in the suffering of oth-
ers?” What follows is the students’ most honest conversation so far in the 
course.

“If I willingly breathe-in the pain of others—like disease and dying—
won’t that make me sick? Didn’t Gandhi, or one of the other exemplars 
we’ve studied, say: ‘You become what you think about’? I don’t want to 
think about disease!”

“Yeah,” rings-out another student, “and I don’t want to breathe-in more 
stress! Isn’t this class supposed to be helping us with inner peace?”

A senior honors student agrees: “Exactly. I already have too much stress 
and worry in my life. I feel like I’m barely getting by as it is. I don’t even 
know how I’m going to get everything done so I can graduate! I certainly 
don’t have the stamina to take on other people’s pain and worry.”

“This meditation makes me feel depressed. And I haven’t even tried it 
yet.” The student slumps down on her meditation cushion. Other students 
seem to slump down in agreement.

Oddly, however, the atmosphere begins to feel lighter. Despite the weight 
of their words, I sense relief in the room as they begin to name their fears. 
It is quiet again. We can hear cars driving by through an open window. 
The sheer soft-yellow curtains, illuminated from the afternoon sunlight, 
respond gently to a spring breeze. The students’ fears seem to dissipate into 
the spaciousness and serenity of the Meditation Room.

“Truthfully, I feel helpless,” confesses a student whose constant activism 
has often left her feeling burned-out. “There’s so much suffering every-
where, I don’t even know where to begin. And, even if I did breathe-in a 
little bit of it, how does that really help? I mean, I’m only one tiny little 
person in a limitless sea of human suffering.”

Finally, after eight weeks, students are being honest. They are facing their 
own disappointing truth: real suffering terrifi es them. When the course started, 
they claimed they wanted to become compassionate. But now, they realize 
that they would rather read about compassion than cultivate it. They’d rath-
er analyze it than embody it. They’d rather keep “all that suffering stuff” at a 
distance. My mention of their next assignment, tonglen meditation, seemed 
to call their bluff.

COMPASSION COURSE—BACKGROUND

One of the aims of the University of Redlands is to teach the “whole per-
son,” and to educate “mind and heart.” As a private, liberal arts school, 



166 • FRAN GRACE

the University values educational outcomes such as those identifi ed by the 
American Association of Colleges and Universities: an “inner life of self-
discovery, values, moral inspiration, spiritual quests and solace,” and “inner 
fortitude, self-knowledge, and personal renewal” (AACU, 2007). Viewed as 
a pedagogical means by which to bring forth these outcomes, meditation 
and other contemplative practices have been an explicit part of the Univer-
sity’s academic culture for over two decades.

The “whole person” pedagogy is visible in the actual physical space of 
the campus. The University built a beautiful labyrinth on campus in 2004; 
its path is intended to guide the meditator on a journey toward the center, 
foster refl ection, and then lead one out to the exterior of the labyrinth with 
a new perspective. It is a body-mind space for circumambulating one’s own 
Self, open at all times to anyone who wants to take the journey. The Medita-
tion Room is an indoor academic space designed to facilitate the interior 
rigor implicit in the dictum “know thyself,” a foundation of liberal arts edu-
cation. The Seminar on Compassion course fl ows from this generous river 
of institutional support for body-mind approaches to learning. The course 
description reads:

Explores what it means to live a life of compassion through these lenses: 1) 
biographical models such as Gandhi, Nelson Mandela, The Dalai Lama, Mary 
Oliver, Viktor Frankl, and Mother Teresa; 2) the compassion teachings of 
the world’s religions; 3) fi rst-person inner cultivation of compassion through 
specifi c meditation methods and contemplative practices; 4) applying these 
inner methods and contemplative practices to the “outer” world through en-
gagement in substantial service beyond the classroom walls.

The Seminar on Compassion is unique in its integration of transforma-
tive learning methods at both axis lines of learning: the inner and the outer, 
the cognitive and the behavioral, the mind and the body, the head and the 
heart, the self and the other, the individual and the collective. Most uni-
versity programs emphasize one or the other axis; the Compassion course 
integrates both poles.

The students in the Seminar on Compassion course resemble the col-
lege juniors surveyed by the Higher Education Research Institute (UCLA) 
in 2007. 82.8% of the juniors said that “becoming a more loving person” 
was very important or essential, and 66.6% endorsed the life goal of “reduc-
ing pain and suffering in the world” (HERI, 2005; Redden, 2007). The ethi-
cally conscientious students in the Compassion course are truly committed 
to social change. They have logged many more community service hours 
than the eighty required by our university for graduation. They are offi cers 
of charitable and social justice organizations, on and off campus. They are 
pursuing degrees in service-oriented fi elds, because “I want to make a dif-
ference, not money.”
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They have excitedly enrolled in a contemplative-based and service-learn-
ing course called the Seminar on Compassion, in which they will learn in-
terior methods to cultivate a compassionate heart-mind and study exem-
plars of compassion such as Mother Teresa, the Dalai Lama, Gandhi, Viktor 
Frankl, Mary Oliver, Mattie Stepanek, and Nelson Mandela. The course has 
a substantial place in our overall curriculum: it allows students of any ma-
jor to fulfi ll their graduation requirement of “community service,” and it 
counts as an “ethics” course for Religious Studies majors and minors.

COMPASSION: FROM THEORY TO PRAXIS

The course is not the rosy, “feel-good” haven that students expect. They 
generally assume that compassion will be defi ned in such a way as to enhance 
their self-centeredness rather than dis-assemble and transcend it. They have 
never thought of compassion as something that must come from within—as 
natural, even, as their very own breath (which tonglen meditation becomes). 
In their eyes, compassion is always an action they do or a role they play.

“It’s hard enough to have compassionate behaviors,” they often say 
around the third week of the semester. “You mean we have to be compas-
sionate in our thoughts too?”

Over time, students rise to the task of self-formation. They learn from 
the Dalai Lama (1962), our fi rst biography on the syllabus: “If there is no 
peace in one’s mind, there can be no peace in one’s approach to others, 
and thus no peaceful relations between individuals or between nations” 
(p. 28). As the keynote speaker at the “Educating the Heart and Mind” 
conference in 2007, the Dalai Lama—who meditates fi ve hours a day—re-
peated this emphasis on inner education: “Inner disarmament fi rst, then 
outer disarmament.” At that point, the students realize that they have had 
it all backwards!

My students had preferred the idea of changing others and changing 
the world. So the task of changing themselves, of re-wiring their psychology 
from self-enhancement to self-transcendence, triggers resistance. When 
we study the compassion teachings of the world’s great religions, this basic 
truth dawns on them: You cannot give to another what you do not have. As 
we hear at the inception of every airplane ride: “Put the oxygen mask on 
yourself, and, only then, help the person next to you.” When facing their 
insides so directly, the students are often not pleased with what they fi nd. 
They are shocked by the un-loving content in their thought-stream.

As we begin to work with various meditation methods to cultivate inner 
observation, students notice the relentless berating of self and others that 
goes on in their mind. It is like they are being asked to tune their inner dial 
to a very disagreeable background noise that has always been there, but 
which they have never noticed. They hear a relentless array of judgment, 
criticism, fantasy, hostility, anxiety, pride, lust, idealizing, guilt, anger, jeal-
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ousy, and craving. Their inner self is anything but calm and rarely compas-
sionate! One student likened this self-discovery to an apple: the outer fruit 
is shiny, but the closer you approach the core of the fruit, the more poison-
ous it becomes; the seeds of apples contain cyanide.

This course aims to teach students an inner science for cultivating com-
passion, from the inside-out. When the source (heart-mind) is radiant with 
compassion, the outfl ow (actions) cannot help but be compassionate—
much like a pure water source cannot help but dispense pure water.

As one of our textbooks describes, there is a difference between genuine 
compassion and “do-gooderism”: “True benevolence is felt directly by the 
heart; it transcends any egoistic accounting of our apparently good actions. 
Because compassion is a state of mind or of heart, it cannot be measured by 
a person’s outward behaviors” (Ladner, 2004, p. 13). Students see that they 
had been “doing” compassion for the rewards.

This became obvious to them when, in one of their fi rst assignments, 
they were asked to spend a week simply observing their inner motives when 
they helped someone.

I never realized how much I want people to like me. People say I’m generous. 
But, really, I think I give a lot of things to my friends because I want them to 
like me. I’m afraid to say ‘no’ when they ask for something—like a ride, or to 
borrow clothes, or help on a project—because then, if I say ‘no,’ they won’t 
be my friend.

The students admit: everyone loves those who love them in return. Yet such 
love is conditional and tribal. Unconditional and universal compassion, 
however, as taught by the exemplars we study in the course, is much more 
rigorous: “loving beyond boundaries” (Makranksy, 2007). Even though all 
of the ethical exemplars we examine in the course suffered horrifi c racial, 
gender, or religious oppression—as well as deep personal losses— they saw 
the benefi t of suffering and the necessity for compassion towards all of life, 
including oneself and one’s “enemy.” Tonglen is a practice that does both: ac-
knowledges suffering and extends compassion (Walker & Chodron, 2005).

TEACHING TONGLEN MEDITATION

Back in the Meditation Room at Larsen Hall, the students have named 
the terror: breathing-in suffering. Suffering, they were taught, should be 
avoided at all costs. The underlying assumption is that pain is stronger than 
anything else. But everything we read and study in the course certifi es the 
opposite view: love is more powerful than suffering.

I remind them of a moment in Viktor Frankl’s memoirs when he tran-
scended the physical-emotional agony of the concentration camp by keep-
ing his mind focused on a mental image of his wife: “Love is the ultimate 
and the highest goal to which man can aspire…. A man who has nothing 
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left in this world still may know bliss in the contemplation of his beloved” 
(Frankl, 2006, p. 38).

I explain: “In tonglen, you are asked to acknowledge that suffering is real, 
yes. But, you are breathing the suffering of yourself and others into an Infi -
nite Love that transmutes the suffering into healing. With your willingness, 
this Love offers itself through you. See if you can let go of the belief that you 
have to do it all on your own. All you are doing is breathing, acknowledging 
that suffering exists, and offering yourself as a channel for Love and Light 
to others.”

Sensing that they are ready to learn the meditation, I pass out the home-
work sheet and note, “This practice differs from some of the compassionate 
actions you may be accustomed to”:

• It is invisible to others, anonymous, and without rewards or even a 
“thank you.”

• It starts with acknowledging the world or a situation as it is, rather 
than being displeased with it or trying to change it. The acknowledg-
ment or acceptance of suffering is not the same as resignation or 
approval.

• It empowers others as their own change-agents, rather than enhances 
you as a helper (there is no “pity” on others, giving “help” or “ad-
vice”).

Suddenly a student brightens. A light-bulb has gone off in her head.

“Omigod! This is the meditation that my dad did for me when I was in the 
hospital for knee surgery! At the time, I didn’t know what he was talking 
about- ‘I’m going to breathe-in your knee pain and breathe-out comfort and 
healing for you.’ Now I get it! It was very weird at the time because it actually 
worked. When he did that, I remember I felt so much better.”

The energy in the room shifts again, like when the traveler in a hot air 
balloon cuts the tethering rope, suddenly releasing the balloon upward. 
The student’s spontaneous testimony about her dad, a practitioner of Ti-
betan Buddhism, suddenly lifts the class energy from fear to willingness. 
Although the room is silent, the overall group energy fi eld is saying: “Okay, 
let’s try it.”

“So, you are ready to learn it?” I smile encouragingly. They smile back 
and straighten themselves into a meditation posture on their cushions. We 
begin our fi rst tonglen meditation. Silently, I mark how blessed I am: to be 
with a group of people whose dedication to love is stronger than their fear. 
I breathe-in their remaining fears and breathe out a loving relief to them.

A gentle strike on the meditation bowl ends our silence. A peaceful calm 
pervades as the students prepare to leave, stuffi ng their homework sheet 
into backpacks, notebooks, and coat pockets.
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First-Person Tonglen Practice: Homework Assignment #4

It is recommended that you experiment with the practice in two differ-
ent ways:

1. Solitude: Set aside thirty minutes away from all other distractions 
and activities, and do the practice in solitude. As the textbook 
describes, you may choose to “take in” the suffering of those you 
know personally (people, animals, groups), or you may choose to 
“take in” the suffering of those around the world who suffer from 
a particular pain or hurt that you do (e.g., heart break, addiction, 
stress, migraines, oppression, abortion, loneliness, anxiety, depres-
sion, etc.). First, allow your mind and body to calm down. Second, 
when you feel relaxed and at one with the present moment, con-
nect with the Source of Infi nite Love and Radiant Light (of your 
own understanding), and imagine yourself as its channel. Third, 
breathe in the suffering as a black cloud into that Light. As the 
black cloud cycles through your energy body, imagine it dissolving 
your narcissism, which keeps you separated from others. Fourth, 
imagine the Infi nite Love and Radiant Light dissolving the dark 
cloud and transmuting it into Healing Light. You might imagine 
this Light radiating out from you and your room in a way that ex-
presses your uniqueness (e.g., as a fl ower’s fragrance, a lovely mel-
ody, a multiplicity of your healing hands, splendid jewels for all, 
refreshing breezes, medicines, etc.)

2. Regular Activity: As you go about your interactions with others and 
regular activities, do the practice as part of your normal breathing. 
You may fi nd it especially effective when you come face-to-face with 
the emotional pain, reactivity, or physical suffering of others. You 
breathe in the pain and breathe out healing light. You can do this 
without saying or doing anything else. The practice helps you be 
present with the suffering of others—without avoiding it, without 
feeling helplessly overwhelmed by it, without jumping in to give 
advice or rescue them. Just breathe in and out.

Important: Remember that you are breathing the suffering into an 
Infi nite Love and not into your personal “ego.” Your personal ego 
would feel overwhelmed and helpless. Infi nite Love has the capac-
ity to infuse suffering with compassion and loving kindness.

The Breakthrough: Student Reports on Their Tonglen Practice

I entered the classroom next Monday, curious and a bit anxious. Given 
their resistance in the previous class session, I was unprepared for the stu-
dents’ brimming-over enthusiasm for their tonglen practice! Their essays 
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revealed several breakthroughs; excerpts are quoted below, with students’ 
permission.

Some students found the meditation helpful in dealing with the suffer-
ing of their family members and close friends. For example, one student 
worked with tonglen in relation to her mother’s terminal diagnosis:

This week’s meditation was especially powerful for me. I chose to take in the 
suffering of my mom because she has been having a particularly rough time 
lately. She recently found out that she has a terminal illness, and I have seen 
her spirit drop dramatically. I focused very closely and thought of all the emo-
tional as well as physical suffering that she has been experiencing. I was aware 
of each breath and I kept visualizing the black cloud growing with each of her 
worries. Pretty soon, I felt as though I had come more to terms with her illness 
and I felt more relaxed as well. It was almost as if a weight was being taken 
off of my shoulders each time I breathed in her suffering and it was replaced 
with pure love.

Another student found tonglen useful as a means to express care for an ex-
boyfriend:

I decided that focusing on all the suffering in the world was a bit much for 
my second time of doing such an intense meditation. I imagined my ex-boy-
friend…. We had been together for almost a year and a half, and the break-up 
was very hard on him…. I imagined myself breathing in the dark cloud of 
heart-break and loneliness, and I imagined it expanding within me. When 
I imagined my ego-self dissolving in the dark cloud, I could actually feel my 
heartbeat slow down, and I focused on a bright light as the Healing Light…. 
By imagining the light shining through my body like some sort of ray, I felt 
like my body had been cleared of some sort of impure and unjust feeling 
within. After opening my eyes, I actually imagined my ex-boyfriend feeling a 
little more relieved, which made me smile and hopeful as well.

Other students experimented with the practice while at their community 
service site:

I practiced at the Alzheimer’s home today…. One woman, Maria, had never 
felt comfortable enough to speak to me before. As I saw her struggle with a 
trivia game, I sat next to her calmly and practiced breathing in her suffering. 
I thought about all of the frustration she must feel, as well as the heartache 
from recently losing her husband. Soon, I calmly pointed out how to play the 
game. She turned to me and, for the fi rst time, told me “Thank you.” It was 
the most genuine and heartfelt “Thank you” that I have ever heard. It was 
almost as if I could feel her soul telling me “Thank you.” For the rest of the 
game, she was very serene and she thanked me repeatedly with a smile on her 
face all the while.
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I applied it in my community service work at the animal shelter. Each time I 
took a dog for a walk, I breathed in some of the dog’s suffering and breathed 
out hope and healing. I hope it helped.

A student athlete used tonglen meditation as her most consistent practice 
outside of class. Since this practice can be done without other people know-
ing, she discovered it to be the perfect way of expressing compassion to a 
teammate of hers who was upset but unapproachable:

At tennis practice, everyone was a little sluggish and tired, and all of our bod-
ies were sore from lifting weights the day before. One girl, in particular, was 
having a rough day. I noticed her posture was down, and her emotional state 
was negative. I knew that it was a great time to practice tonglen, with her obvi-
ous suffering. With every breath I took in, I told myself that I was taking in her 
pain, and, when I breathed out, that I was releasing some healing and posi-
tive energy. I could have sworn I saw a difference in her posture and attitude 
almost immediately. It was as if she realized that she had the power to turn 
things around, and it was amazing seeing such a change in being.

Still another student had a positive experience by trying tonglen in rou-
tine activities like driving:

Ever since class yesterday, I have been practicing the breathing in of others’ 
suffering and breathing out kindness and happiness to all, especially when I 
can see that they are in some sort of physical or mental pain…. When driving, 
I could smile and take in the stress and anger of other stop-and-go drivers, 
and it made it much less about me and where I was trying to get to. The most 
interesting thing about this whole practice is the response I have been feeling 
from strangers. I feel like people are more receptive to me, more open.

Many students used tonglen to connect with others who had a similar suf-
fering, such as this very active student who suffered from constant stress. 
Tonglen brought not only relief from the stress but an indescribable joy and 
unalterable calm:

The biggest suffering for me right now is stress, and so I focused on that for 
my meditation. I allowed myself to feel that overwhelming stress… tightening 
in my shoulders, a sort of constriction in my throat and a tensing of my facial 
muscles…. Then I thought of all my friends who are equally being pushed 
from all sorts of directions and pulled in so many uncomfortable ways….I 
added my family, acquaintances, and the other people I had seen before, like 
a homeless man on the streets digging through newspapers. All the stress and 
pain together created a big, dark cloud, and I slowly tried to bring it into my 
heart, allowing it to pierce and pop my narcissistic feelings. I then began to 
cultivate a sense of great happiness inside of me. I felt a white strong light 
growing from my heart and then radiating out from all corners and sections 
of my body. I brought the rays of light to people I knew… An overwhelming 
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calm came over me, a great feeling of satisfaction and joy spread from all parts 
of me. I felt a high that I do not think I have ever felt before.

Instead of being destroyed by suffering, the students were enlightened 
and uplifted by tonglen practice. Their willingness to welcome the suffering 
of others opened their hearts to the unity of all existence:

When I practiced tonglen in my regular activity, I felt like it made me more 
positive and calmed me down…. I feel enlightened from these experiences. It 
also made me realize how others may be doing such an act of kindness for me 
when I’m feeling down or when I’m suffering. It all makes me wonder what 
the world would be like if everyone practiced tonglen and whether or not it 
would make the world a calmer place with less suffering.

I have never felt such a genuine happiness and raw awareness.

MEDITATION IN HIGHER EDUCATION

How do these student refl ections connect to national trends in higher ed-
ucation? Recent research from the Higher Education Research Institute 
makes clear that undergraduates expect and want their interior selves to be 
cultivated (Astin et al, 2010). The Seminar on Compassion course and the 
other contemplative-based courses taught in the Meditation Room at the 
University of Redlands are part of a larger movement within higher educa-
tion to address this strong interest in body-mind-spirit development.

“Contemplative education” has made substantial inroads across the 
country in a diversity of institutions, from state universities to ivy-league 
colleges (Gravois, 2005). In general terms, “contemplative pedagogy” culti-
vates interior awareness through fi rst-person inquiry methods, often called 
“contemplative practices” (Grace, 2008). Contemplative practices vary: 
mindfulness, silent sitting meditation, practices that cultivate loving-kind-
ness, walking meditation, centering prayer, deep listening, yoga, calligra-
phy, chant, guided meditations, nature observation, self-inquiry, and many 
others. All such practices have been demonstrated to have a benefi cial 
effect on learning, physical health, and psychological well-being (Begley, 
2007; Pace et al., 2009; Wallace, 2006).

In the last fi ve years, the scholarship of teaching and learning has yield-
ed a fi ne coverage of the theoretical and pragmatic issues related to con-
templative methodologies. The book edited by Simmer-Brown and Grace, 
Meditation and the Classroom (2011), addresses philosophical, scientifi c, in-
stitutional, and ethical concerns about the use of meditation in classroom 
settings; additionally, it includes a rich variety of “applied” chapters that 
show how professors can and do use meditation in their courses. Other 
works address important issues: Laura Rendon (2009) on the pedagogical 
reasons for linking meditation and social justice; Christopher Bache (2008) 
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on the scientifi c reasons for the transformative effi cacy of consciousness-
based teaching methods; Harold Roth (2006, 2008) on the rationale for 
his interdisciplinary “Introduction to Contemplative Studies” course; Ju-
dith Simmer-Brown (2009) on the intellectual foundations for contempla-
tive pedagogy, from Buddhist and humanitarian perspectives; Mary Rose 
O’Reilley (1998) on the pedagogical effectiveness of silence. These scholars 
demonstrate the power of contemplative teaching to fulfi ll the learning 
goals of liberal arts education, especially self-knowledge, critical thinking, 
and ethical cultivation.

SOCIETAL TRANSFORMATION

In the experience of the students in the Compassion course, meditation 
methods such as tonglen increase their capacity to be positive agents of heal-
ing in the world at large. There is sometimes a bias in academia against 
inner knowledge, as if mastery of a subject-matter can happen without self-
mastery. Yet, it is likely only by attaining mastery over their own physical, 
emotional, and intellectual processes that students can apperceive the ex-
ternal world with an unbiased viewpoint and thus become expert in their 
chosen fi eld of study.

This inner attainment is not only benefi cial for the individual but also 
the human collective. Recent scientifi c research suggests that inner coher-
ence within individuals (compassion, inner peace, mindful awareness) 
transmits a benefi cent effect on the world at large on the non-linear level 
of human consciousness itself (Hawkins, 2012). The correlation is gener-
ally easy to observe at the interpersonal level; we tend to feel more peaceful 
when we are around a peaceful person, and we tend to become anxious 
when we are around an anxiety-ridden person. In sum, the inner state of a 
person has an effect on the outer environment. Once students know how 
to establish peace, compassion, joy, and equanimity within themselves, then 
they become capable of generating these realities for the world at large. 
The opposite is also true: if students have no idea how to generate an in-
ner state of peace, how can they help to bring it forth in others and in the 
world? They cannot transmit to others what they do not have within.

CONCLUSION

With tonglen meditation, students awaken to the power of their very own 
breath as a vehicle for generating compassion in their heart-mind. Through 
this meditative method, which ties a key concept of the course to the body-
reality of their breath, they have a learning experience that is rare in their 
college years: their body is congruent with the subject-matter they are study-
ing.
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I have been teaching meditation-based courses for several years now, 
and I cannot ignore the fact that many students refer to their learning of 
meditation as one of the most signifi cant assets from their college educa-
tion. Why are meditation methods so powerful? Contemplative teaching is 
transformative for students because it activates the Teacher within them—
their Higher Self, it might be called. This approach is in harmony with 
the perennial philosophy and the core of the classical wisdom traditions in 
their emphasis on transformation as an inner change. With contemplative 
practices such as tonglen meditation, students learn how to transform their 
inner landscape from chaos to calming agency. They learn self-mastery, in 
addition to mastery of subject-matter. How can they give to others what 
they have not attained themselves? Self-mastery, perhaps, is the ultimate 
education.

Gandhi, one of the exemplars we study in the Compassion course, as-
serted the primacy of self-governance in the process of collective liberation: 
“One drowning man will never save another. [If] slaves ourselves, it would 
be a mere pretention to think of freeing others.” (Gandhi, 2002, p. 108). 
Contemplative methods of teaching equip students with incisive interior 
practices to liberate the Self from the self. And then is a person truly “edu-
cated” in the sense of the root word “educare”: they have come to know the 
Teacher within.

With meditation, students become conscious of their inner resources 
and learn how to channel those resources for the benefi t of the world. Self-
knowledge, in the end, leads to the possibility of self-transcendence. To 
study the self is to become free of its drives and, fi nally, to radiate the com-
passionate Self.

NOTE

An earlier version of this article appeared in the Newsletter published by 
the research team of the Spirituality in Higher Education Project at UCLA, 
funded by the John Templeton Foundation. It was reworked and expanded 
for this book.
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CHAPTER 11

YOGA AND HIGHER 
EDUCATION

Adding Concentration, 
Clarity, and Compassion to Learning

Ramdas Lamb

Education, when used properly, can be one of the most important keys to 
open the doors to a more peaceful, harmonious, and interdependent glob-
al community. This is especially true in the case of higher education, where 
future community, national, and international leaders are trained. In order 
to envision how this process can be actualized, we fi rst have to understand 
what the means and ends of present day higher education are and how they 
could be modifi ed to achieve that vision.

CONTEMPORARY HIGHER EDUCATION

Although issues such as social justice, world peace, etc. are part of the rhet-
oric of many institutions of higher education, these concepts are largely 
overshadowed by the promotion of business, science and technology, and 
other vehicles of material progress and economic profi t. Corporations are 
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increasingly fi nancing academic research departments and programs that 
serve to directly benefi t corporate interests. This, in itself is not necessarily 
negative, but it often results in a tremendous imbalance in what gets taught 
and what gets overlooked.

As corporate funding increases, so does the potential that the work and 
fi ndings of some scholars and researchers at the receiving end will be in-
fl uenced in ways that fi nancially benefi t their sponsors, while minimizing 
or muffl ing criticism that might be directed against corporate tactics and 
goals.1

Humanities and social science departments—where one is more likely 
to fi nd discussions about ethics, compassion, and social justice—are among 
the lowest funded academic programs at most universities. Often, athletic 
programs receive more fi nancing then do the humanities. This is likely 
because such departments are not directly connected with profi t making 
endeavors and thus not benefi cial to a corporate-centered approach to edu-
cation. Moreover, they often have instructors who challenge a “profi t at all 
cost” mindset and whose expertise and teachings focus instead on social 
well-being instead of monetary benefi ts.

According to the Association of Colleges and Universities, the purpose 
of a liberal education is to empower individuals and prepare them “to deal 
with complexity, diversity, and change.” and also to help “students develop 
a sense of social responsibility.”2 Today, however, the stated goal at many 
institutions is to prepare students to become economically successful and 
materially productive citizens. In short, universities currently prefer the cre-
ation of business professionals, scientists, lawyers, economists, and athletes 
over students whose primary interests include gaining a sense of social re-
sponsibility on the road to the creation of a peace fi lled and harmonious 
world. In addition, mass media regularly exposes students to a highly ego-
centric approach to life, violent imagery and entertainment as the pastime, 
and an obsession with materialism as the preferred goals of life. More than 
ever before, there is a need to provide some counterbalances in our educa-
tion system to these forces and infl uences.

While most people can appreciate the function of ethical and moral val-
ues in the world, it is easy to lose sight of the role that teaching about these 
can and should play in higher education. Doing so will not only help to cre-
ate truthful and compassionate social and economic leaders of tomorrow, 
but the teaching of virtues can have long term benefi ts in creating a more 
harmonious society as a whole. From the outset, what must be made clear is 
that the integration of ethics and values into the curriculum is not the same 

1 See Slaughter, S. & Rhoades, G. (2004). Academic capitalism and the new economy: Markets, state, 
and higher education. Baltimore; Johns Hopkins University Press.

2 Association of Colleges and Universities website (Retrieved 12/18/12) http://www.aacu.
org/leap/What_is_liberal_education.cfm
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as sectarian religious indoctrination. The latter has no place in public edu-
cational institutions. Unlike religious indoctrination, morality and ethics 
have been integral to almost every social philosopher’s conceptualization of 
a free and just society since the time of Plato. Unfortunately, the contempo-
rary promotion of material gain at all costs has caused them to be ignored, 
and many of the world’s problems today can be traced back, in part at least, 
to this ignorance.

In order to inspire our society along ethical lines, we have to begin with 
our educational system and rethink our current priorities. This does not 
mean doing away with training of professionals in the fi elds science, tech-
nology, etc. but it does mean approaching education in a manner that in-
tegrates ethics and values as fundamental parts of a more comprehensive 
educational process. One example of how this can occur is the inclusion of 
teaching about the ancient yoga system of India as a part of the core cur-
riculum.

YOGA AND THE WESTERN WORLD

The fi rst part of this chapter will provide a context for and brief history of 
the development of the yoga system and its various limbs as elaborated in 
the Yoga Sutra of Patanjali (ca. 3rd–2nd century BCE). It will then look at the 
introduction of yoga in the west in the early twentieth century, along with 
a discussion of the three primary methods through which elements of the 
yoga system have been introduced, taught, and practiced. The last section 
will address the benefi ts and shortcomings of the practice of yoga as it exists 
in higher education settings today. This will include speculation on how the 
yoga system could be implemented to help facilitate a greater mind-body 
awareness among students and a more peaceful and harmonious world as 
well.

As humans, we typically view ourselves as higher on the evolutionary 
ladder than other forms of life. The fi rst book of the Bible (Genesis: 26–28) 
states that humans are superior to all other animals and that it is our duty 
to rule over them. This concept has also been prevalent in most societies 
throughout history and has extended to almost every facet of life, including 
intellect, moral standing, right to live, etc.3 It is why nearly all societies have 
rules against killing humans but rarely against harming nature or killing 
other animals. Moreover, in many, the latter has been a form of sport.

We humans also like to believe that our superior intellect has not only led 
to advancements in physical and behavioral traits that aid in our survival, 
but it has given us superior moral standing as well. However, if we take 

3 Thomas Huxley’s Evidence as to Man’s Place in Nature, following on the footsteps of Darwin’s 
seminal work, elucidates the belief in the evolution of humans from primitive to advanced. 
Many subsequent scholars and others have assumed this view as valid.
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a serious look at our species during the last several millennia, it appears 
that the only area where advancement has occurred is that of technology. 
We obviously have a greater number and more complex tools and weap-
ons than our ancient ancestors had, but there is no real sign that we have 
experienced social, intellectual, or moral advancement or growth. We are 
clearly no closer to creating societies in which oppression of the powerless 
has ended, where everyone has equal access to knowledge, opportunities, 
and happiness, or where poverty is non-existent. On the contrary, both indi-
viduals and governments now have more powerful tools and means to hurt 
or kill others en masse, and we do more today to destroy our planet than 
our ancestors ever thought possible or imaginable.

At the same time, we know from understanding history that there have 
also long existed the presence of individuals who have attained great 
wisdom and have desired to promote peace and harmony in the world. 
Their writings, when available, reveal deep intellectual and practical 
understanding of human nature, society, ethics, and what we can do to 
achieve peace. One of the best ways, then, for us to move forward in our 
attempt to create a harmonious global community is to look back to those 
who understood the source of our problems and provided teachings to 
help us solve them.

For more than 4,000 years in India, individuals have sought to understand 
the human condition and learned and taught methods to transcend the 
causes and effects of suffering inherent in human existence. Countless 
Indian ascetics and renunciants have dedicated their lives in search of 
such wisdom and also of liberation from a life of suffering.. Siddhartha 
Gautama is one of the better known examples. Raised in a royal family in 
Northern India in the sixth century BCE, he saw and experienced human 
agony and suffering and sought a path to transcend them. He renounced a 
life of vast material comfort, became a renunciant, and after years of effort 
is said to have fi nally reached his goal of wisdom and enlightenment. In 
doing so, he came to be known as the Buddha, “the Enlightened One.” 
Thereafter, he set about sharing his wisdom with others. Among his fi rst 
teachings are the “Four Noble Truths,” in which he asserts that suffering is 
inherent to human existence. He goes on to state that all things are tran-
sitory, but as long as we are attached to our bodies and desires related to 
them that we will continue to experience suffering (Rahula, 1959). History 
has confi rmed that poverty, suffering, hatred, and violence are not simply a 
product of contemporary existence but have been prevalent since ancient 
times. Amidst all our tremendous technological and material strides over 
the millennia, we have yet to transcend suffering, and most of us remain 
caught in dualistic cycles of pleasure and pain, health and sickness, etc. 
that perpetuate our suffering and give rise to inner and outer chaos and 
unhappiness in our lives.
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Over several millennia in India, as individuals became involved in the 
search for inner happiness and peace, many looked to the power and 
centrality of the mind and the will as major factors in attaining their goals. 
In the process, they found that the establishment of a moral foundation 
aids one in gaining control over the functions of body and mind. This, in 
turn, facilitates an openness to the attainment of self-awareness, wisdom, 
compassion, and freedom from suffering. This knowledge was understood 
to be crucial not only for attaining wisdom on the individual level but on a 
broader level as well, leading to the development and promotion of world 
of peace and harmony. By the third century BCE, many of the methods and 
practices that evolved for these purposes came to be grouped together in 
the system known as ashtanga (“eight limbs”) yoga.

ASHTANGA YOGA

The fi rst, and one of the most authoritative of textual sources on ashtanga 
yoga is Patanjali’s Yoga Sutra. Although diverse understandings and forms 
of yoga have evolved over the millennia, Patanjali’s text and system are still 
given great deference. As per the name, the system consists of eight limbs. 
Their combined purpose is to give a systematic direction and guidance to 
one seeking self-knowledge and self-control. The ultimate goal as presented 
is realization of the true nature of existence and a state of mental peace and 
tranquility that manifests as true happiness. The practice of two of these 
limbs, postures (asanas) with some inclusion of breath control (pranaya-
ma), is what is taught in the west as “yoga.” Undertaken alone, these are 
only designed to help with one’s physical health and relaxation and a small 
degree of mental calm. Without the other limbs, they are essentially seen 
as incapable of facilitating knowledge of the self and true happiness. Taken 
together, on the other hand, all the limbs are believed to have the power to 
bring about the desired goals.

The Eight Limbs

The fi rst two limbs of ashtanga yoga each contain fi ve parts and set out 
the ideal moral and ethical and guidelines for a life of one seeking inner 
peace, wisdom, and liberation. The importance of these cannot be overem-
phasized in yoga philosophy, for they are meant to create the foundation, 
upon which one can construct a life of physical health, mental stability, and 
emotional calm. Without this foundation, the remaining limbs will have 
only limited and temporal success, at best. The second two limbs center 
on the physical body and the control of its functions. Again, they are what 
defi ne yoga in the minds of most practitioners in the west today. The next 
pair contain tools to train and focus the mind for gaining self-awareness. 
The last two limbs can more accurately be seen as states of mind and prod-
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ucts of the other limbs than techniques requiring practice and effort. The 
following is an overview of each limb.

1. Yama (“restrictions, cessation”)—The fi ve parts are: truth (non-lying), 
non-violence, non-stealing, non-hoarding, and non-waste of one’s sexual energy4. 
These fall in the category of “restrictions” since they all counter negative 
traits that are common obstacles in most people’s lives that inhibit the abil-
ity to be truly at peace within and with the world. Lying and avoiding truth 
are among the most frequent deceptive methods used by humans to avoid 
pain or diffi culty, or to fulfi ll a desire. A recent revelation of large scale 
cheating at Harvard University is but one example of how both lying and 
theft are accepted and justifi ed by many in higher education.5 Studies have 
shown similar behavior at other colleges and universities as well.

Since violence has been such an integral part of human existence 
throughout history, the road to a peaceful and harmonious world requires 
that we make a concerted and conscious effort to practice non-violence by di-
minishing and eventually removing the thoughts, words, and actions in our 
lives that can and do cause harm to others. Here, yoga philosophy includes 
the issue of food as well. A diet consisting of food that results from violence 
is believed to contain subtle residue of that violence, which then has a nega-
tive effect on the person who consumes it. Thus, vegetarianism has long 
been part of the traditional practice of yoga and non-violence. Although the 
diet is typically associated with the philosophical and cultural traditions of 
India, Greek thinkers like Hesiod (8th c. BCE) and Pythagoras (6th c. BCE) 
were among the earliest philosophers in the western world to introduce the 
concept of ethical vegetarianism (Walters & Portmess, 1999).

Theft, the third part, is the expression of a blatant disrespect of oth-
ers. Thieves ignore the injury and harm they do to their victims, yet many 
people easily justify and rationalize such actions. Hoarding and greed are 
closely related, with the latter seen as the worst. For this reason, the prac-
tice of charity is encouraged to help change one’s approach to material 
attachment and possessiveness. The last of the fi ve is brahmacharya, which is 
normally translated as “celibacy.” The term actually refers to the control of 
one’s sexual energy so that it can be used for expanding conscious aware-
ness.

2. Niyama (“observances”)—Here, too, there are fi ve parts: cleanliness, 
contentment, self-study, austerity, and surrender to the divine.63 The concept and 
importance of cleanliness have long been integral in the lifestyle of the 
Indian spiritual aspirant and comprise a fundamental element of the yoga 

4 Satya, ahimsa, asteya, aparigraha, and brahmacharya.
5 Sarah Green, “Cheating at Harvard, and in the ‘Real World.’” Harvard Business Review, 9/8/2012. 

Retrieved December 29, 2012, from http://blogs.hbr.org/hbr/hbreditors/2012/09/
cheating_at_harvard_and_in_the html

6 Shaucha, samtosha, swadhyaya, tapa, and ishwara pranidhana.
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system. Cleanliness refers not only to the physical body (inner and outer), 
but to one’s thoughts and actions as well. It is said among traditional practi-
tioners of yoga that truth is one of the best cleansers of the mind. This leads 
to the cultivation of contentment. As one learns to nurture the feeling and 
practice acceptance of life, one is able to more calmly accept its ups and 
downs without losing mental and emotional balance. Through the practice, 
one gains inner strength and peace.

Self-study involves pondering questions like “Who or what am I?,” “What 
is the meaning of human existence?,” or “Why do I (personally) exist?” 
Because a lack of self-understanding and self-awareness are among the 
major sources of unhappiness in our lives, self-study is necessary to bring 
us to a state of self-knowledge and self-actualization. Through efforts to 
gain such an understanding, we can learn to see ourselves as something 
far greater and more meaningful than simply material bodies or individual 
egos. We can also begin to perceive our abiding internal connection with 
other beings. Many of the more popular programs and workshops today 
that teach and promote methods to develop self-confi dence and positive 
thinking utilize some of the same approaches found in the traditional yogic 
practice of self-study. An increasing number of universities have begun to 
experiment with some of these methods.

The value of austerity is generally diffi cult for westerners to conceptual-
ize, for it encourages one to forgo satisfying one’s desires as a way to learn 
self-control. Yoga philosophy teaches that lack of self-control leads to both 
physical and mental illnesses. Nearly all forms of addiction, including drug 
abuse, overeating, gambling, overspending, hoarding, etc., stem from an in-
ability to put limits on desires for sensual fulfi llment or satisfaction. Those 
who cannot control their desires become depressed, frustrated, angry, or 
violent. Also, learning to understand the difference between need and de-
sire is an important step toward gaining mental and emotional balance as 
well as physical health. Activities like going on a diet, avoiding foods that 
one enjoys but may be unhealthy, doing daily exercise, putting limits on 
one’s material possessions, etc. can all be seen as positive forms of austerity 
provided they are undertaken as steps toward learning self-control and not 
solely done for temporal physical or material benefi ts.

The last of the niyama is surrender to the divine. Taken at its face value, 
teaching this can be problematic for a secular institution, as well as for 
many westerners who reject altogether belief in a divinity. Instead, many 
contemporary Indian yoga teachers suggest that “the divine” should not 
be interpreted to mean “God” in the western sense. Rather, it should be 
understood to refer to a transcendental reality and oneness that connects 
all life together and that is far greater than the personal and temporal ego. 
One can conceptualize it as a Supreme Being, the Divine nature within, 
an omnipresent oneness, the inner Self, etc. It should never be confi ned 
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within narrow a sectarian ideology. When one is able to identify with a 
larger reality beyond the personal ego, then problems associated with ego 
identity, such as arrogance, insecurity, jealously, greed, etc. become less of a 
presence in one’s life. As one seeks an internal awareness and relationship 
with the Self, one leans to identify with that state of being in which all life is 
connected, where true harmony and peace exist.

3. Asana (“posture” or “seat”)—Also known as hatha yoga, this is primarily 
what is taught in yoga classes in the west. The various postures are not aero-
bic in nature, but instead are bodily positions meant to help teach physical 
and mental control and endurance as well as keep the body limber, bal-
anced, strong, and refreshed. Performing asanas aids in a release of stress 
and tension and thereby promotes health. Another important purpose of 
doing asanas is to help the practitioner to be able to sit comfortably and still 
for longer periods of time when undertaking the next set of limbs. More-
over, the traditional practice of asanas is almost always done in conjunction 
with pranayama and dharana for they are meant to work together to bring 
mind and body into closer connection and harmony.

4. Pranayama (“control of the breath”)—The root of this Sanskrit term 
is “prana,” which means both “breath” and “life force.” In the yogic tra-
dition, the relationship between breath and life is inseparable, as is the 
relationship between breath and mental functioning. The ability to gain 
control over one’s breathing process is viewed as integral to achieving men-
tal control as well as maintaining or bringing about the health of both body 
and mind. Most adults breathe unconsciously at a rate of approximately 15 
times per minute, and rarely is more than one-fourth of their lung capacity 
used in the process. As a consequence, much of the potential value and use 
of breathing are never realized. In pranayama, dozens of different methods 
of breathing are undertaken to strengthen the lungs and increase their 
capacity, facilitate better oxygen absorption, heat or cool the body, slow 
down the mind and heart, lessen stress, and aid in healing various illnesses 
and physical discomforts. More importantly, as one learns to control and 
use the breath, one also learns control over many of the functions of the 
body, mind, and emotions typically associated with the autonomic nervous 
system.

An example of this can be experienced when one has a rapid heartbeat 
after exercising, when one is excited and the mind is rapid, or when one 
is emotionally upset and the mind is confused. In such situations, if one 
concentrates on the breath and begins to take slow, even inhalations and 
exhalations, gradually increasing their length comfortably, this process will 
directly aid in bringing about a slower heart rate and/or calmer and more 
focused mind. Advanced pranayama practices can and are used to control 
pain, diet, bodily temperature, amount of sleep necessary, etc.
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5. Pratyhara (“withdrawal of the senses”)—This is sometimes referred to 
as the transitional limb from the outer aspects of the yoga system to the in-
ner, mind-centered ones. It is best undertaken in conjunction with dharana 
(the next limb) and is specifi cally meant to help us gain control over our 
senses instead of the opposite. For most of us, desires for or aversions to a 
multiplicity of sense stimuli exert a great deal of control over our lives and 
actions. We seek fulfi llment of some stimuli while attempting to avoid oth-
ers, and the combination of the two consume much of our time, energy, 
and attention. In this way, they keep us bound in constant cycles of happi-
ness and sadness, pleasure and pain, etc.

The yoga system provides tools for redirecting and sublimating such 
urges and aversions. In pratyhara, one learns to direct consciousness away 
from external phenomena and attachment to the sense input they cause 
and also from the application of dualistic interpretations to these stimuli 
(pleasant or unpleasant, desirable or undesirable, etc.), for such labeling 
distracts the mind by causing longing, desire, fear, jealously, anger, etc. By 
directing attention to the actual process of sensation rather than to what is 
being sensed, consciousness is gradually turned inward toward one’s inter-
nal processes and toward awareness of one’s inner being. Initially, this can 
be accomplished by placing attention on the breath, on a particular sensa-
tion, on a thought or experience, or on the experience of being, without 
labeling it as good or bad but simply as being.

Gradually, pratyhara helps us to detach from the stimuli and the mental 
disturbances (positive or negative) they typically cause. Because this focus 
on one’s internal processes is so contrary to the way most people approach 
life, this is one of the least understood limbs of the yoga system, but it is 
pivotal for the development of greater and deeper mental and physical 
awareness. In order to truly develop this ability, the practice of mental focus 
(dharana) is also important, It should be reiterated here that to obtain the 
results mentioned, these limbs are to be undertaken as part of a holistic ap-
proach to the yoga system and not separate from the previous limbs.

6. Dharana (“concentration”)—The centrality of this limb can be seen 
by the fact that its main purpose is mentioned in the opening lines of the 
Yoga Sutra, which state, “Yoga is the control of the waves of the mind.” In 
elaborating on dharana, Patanjali describes it as the process of “binding 
of consciousness to a [single] spot.” (Patanjali, III.1) Although this limb is 
often inaccurately referred to the west as “meditation,” it is actually a neces-
sary precursor to it that, when learned, facilitates the mental state in which 
mediation can occur. Here, mental effort and regular practice for extended 
periods are typically required. As one learns to concentrate and focus one’s 
mind, one gradually experiences a lessening of mental waves, distraction 
and wandering, confusion, stress, and tension. In their place, there is an 
experience of mental calm and a sense of peacefulness and rest.



186 • RAMDAS LAMB

7. Dhyana (“meditation” or “absorption”)—While dharana is a mental 
exercise that requires effort to learn and practice, dhayana generally refers 
to a more passive mental state in which awareness is enhanced and one 
becomes absorbed in and experiences a oneness with the object of medita-
tion. Here, mental waves and fl uctuations are replaced with increasing clar-
ity, a deepening sense of self-awareness, and mental and emotional calm. 
The state of mind is passive yet fi lled with awareness. When this is combined 
with a heart that is no longer bound by emotional attachments and aver-
sions, then mind and heart will be naturally more attuned to experiencing 
selfl ess compassion and caring for others.

8. Samadhi—This is the last limb of the yoga system and the traditional 
goal of its practitioners. Although there are believed to be several levels 
or stages of samadhi, the term typically refers to a mental/emotional state 
that is a deeper and more permanent form of dhyana. The mind remains 
still and perception of all that is occurs in a state of equanimity. The heart 
experiences genuine compassion and peace. External or internal events or 
thoughts do not interrupt the inner calm. Experiences previous labeled du-
alistically (pain or pleasure, etc.) are all accepted as part of the continuous 
eternal fl ow of reality. One becomes permanently identifi ed with the inner 
Self, attains true non-attachment to the temporal things of the world, and 
thus experiences true and lasting peace. Since one perceives a unifi ed and 
harmonious world without attachment, all one’s actions are done in order 
to aid others in experiencing this same state of being. With personal needs 
and desires extinguished, life is then lived for the betterment of others and 
the world.

WESTERNIZATION OF YOGA

During the last century, elements from the yoga system made their way to 
and became established in the west, specifi cally North America, in three 
primary forms, hatha yoga, Transcendental Meditation (“TM,” uses aspects 
of dharana, pratyhara, and dhyana), and vipassana (a Buddhist practice utiliz-
ing its own form of the three mental limbs found in TM). The fi rst person 
to introduce ashtanga yoga in America in an organized structure was Swami 
Paramahansa Yogananda, a North Indian Hindu monk.7 He fi rst visited the 
U.S. in 1920 to attend an international religion conference. A charismatic 
individual, many people were attracted by his initial talk and invited him to 
give a series of subsequent lectures.

Because of the immense and continued interest in him and his teach-
ings, he started a U.S. foundation, Self-Realization Fellowship, to spread an 
awareness of yoga, establishing a center for that purpose in Los Angeles in 

7 Lauren Landress, Assistant Director, Public Affairs at Self-Realization Fellowship, has been a 
major source for information on Swami Yogananda.
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1925. At the same time, he started a publication sent out by mail that even-
tually went to subscribers all over the country. Originally entitled East-West, 
it was renamed Self-Realization in 1948. These booklets contain writings of 
his on life and spirituality, explanations of most elements of the yoga sys-
tem, and specifi c practices related to the fi rst six limbs. In all his teachings, 
Yogananda stressed the importance of non-attachment, openness, compas-
sion, and love of humanity.

By the time he passed away in 1952, he had inspired countless people 
from all backgrounds and walks of life to incorporate as much of the yoga 
system as possible into their lives. In the 1960s, his Autobiography of a Yogi 
was arguably the one book that inspired in westerners an interest in yoga 
and India more than any other. During the next several decades, many 
yoga teachers (some quite capable, others not so much) arrived in America 
to follow the path that Yogananda had forged. However, the more com-
prehensive and holistic yoga system he had taught was rarely presented in 
full. Instead, a shortened version was adopted with the emphasis on body 
and mind and a de-emphasis on the ethical precepts and spirituality. There 
seems to have been two main reasons for this. The fi rst was that the interest 
in India and eastern spirituality that had arisen among many young people 
in the west brought with it a fear and claim among conservative Christians 
that Hinduism was a pagan religion seeking to take over the youth of Amer-
ica. The second was that the concept of separation of church and state 
was leading to an increasing number of people being leery of new groups 
or movements resembling a “religion.” In response to both these realities, 
yoga teachers at the time sought to avoid yoga being labeled as a “religion” 
and themselves as “religious proselytizers.”8

In the 1960s, Maharishi Mahesh Yogi, a Hindu swami and yoga teacher, 
began to lecture in the west and introduced a practice he called Transcen-
dental Meditation, which utilizes elements of the yoga system. By the late 
1970s, Maharishi, TM, and his organization had become popular both in 
the U.S. and western Europe. At fi rst, he regularly used religious and spiri-
tual references and quotes in his teachings. However, in 1977 a U.S. federal 
court judge ruled TM to be a religious practice and thus stopped it from 
being taught in several New Jersey high schools. This led to a sharp change 
in the way Maharishi and his organization presented the practice of TM. 
Reference to religion, spirituality, and ethics was dropped and emphasis 
was placed instead on TM’s physical, mental and emotional benefi ts. A vari-
ety of subsequent individuals wanting to teach elements of the yoga system 
took note of Maharishi’s experience and likewise avoided all or most refer-
ence to anything that might be interpreted as religious in their teachings.

8 A “documentary” fi lm entitled “Gods of the New Age” and a book, The Death of a Guru, are 
examples of the anti-Hindu rhetoric that was being produced at the time.
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By the time of the court ruling against Maharishi and his teachings, 
scholarly research on the affects of TM was already being conducted at both 
UCLA and Harvard, so the change in the way TM was being presented 
aided in the ability for the research and the teaching of TM to continue. 
During subsequent decades, there have been hundreds of studies of TM at 
university medical schools and other academic research facilities all over 
the country, often with very positive results. It continues to be integrated 
into the curriculum at various institutions of public education. However, 
avoidance of discussion about the ethical foundations of yoga often re-
mains as well.

Today, the practice of TM is said to be for the development of conscious-
ness and intelligence and for expanded awareness. It is presented as a sys-
tematic technique that allows one to experience the unity of mind and mat-
ter. The organization’s website specifi cally states that TM is “not a religion, 
philosophy, or lifestyle. It’s the most widely practiced, most researched, and 
most effective method of self-development.”9 One of the links on the web-
site provides testimony from various Christian and Jewish leaders, as well 
as a Muslim woman, on the effi cacy of the practice as well as assurances to 
members of their respective faith communities that TM is not a religion 
and thus does not confl ict with their existing religious beliefs and affi lia-
tions. The goals of the practice delineated include stress and tension reduc-
tion, wellness, inner peace, expanded consciousness, and enlightenment 
(awareness of the inner self).

As TM was gaining popularity in the U.S. in the 1970s, a Theravada Bud-
dhist practice called “vipassana” was introduced as well. It is a method for 
developing mental focus and awareness that draws upon elements of the 
yoga system. In the west, it is also known as “mindfulness” or “insight medi-
tation.” Many young Americans became attracted to the teachings of vari-
ous Buddhist practitioners in India, especially a monk named Anagarika 
Munindra and a lay vipassana teacher, S.N. Goenka. The practices they 
taught share a similarity with three of the limbs of ashtanga yoga (pranayama, 
pratyhara, and dhyana). In 1975, three of Munindra’s American students 
started the Insight Meditation Society (IMS) in Massachusetts with the goal 
of introducing and teaching vipassana in the west.

In 1979, the University of Massachusetts Medical Center established its 
Stress Reduction Program using mindfulness training practices similar to 
those taught at IMS. Subsequently, a variety of other universities added 
stress reduction programs using similar techniques. The University of Min-
nesota Medical School took a somewhat bold step in 1995 by establishing a 
Center for Spirituality and Health with the goal of “improving patient care 

9 The Transcendental Meditation Program. Retrieved October 15, 2012, from http://www.
tm.org/.
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through the integration of spirituality, cross-cultural and complementary 
healing practice.”10 Over the years, the university has added several cer-
tifi cate programs that utilize mindfulness and other spiritual disciplines, 
especially those found in various forms of Buddhism. In these, the teaching 
of vipassana is central.

Whenever vipassana and “mindfulness” are taught, any direct mention 
of religion is usually avoided, although some of the programs are less hesi-
tant about allowing their connection with Buddhism to be known. This is 
because Buddhism is both presented and seen by many to be more of an 
atheistic or non-religious philosophy and NOT a sectarian religion, which 
makes it “safe” both for those who have a committed religious orientation 
like Christianity as well as those who are against any and all religious belief 
systems. While this approach has helped make vipassana quite successful 
in secular settings like academia and the world of business, it also means 
that direct discussion of ethics, values, and morality are usually minimized 
or avoided, except possibly during the ten-day retreats that many vipassana 
teachers conduct.

Currently, all three practices mentioned above utilize aspects of yoga and 
are being taught in institutions of higher education. Studies conducted on 
all three suggest both students and faculty tend to have positive results. TM 
and vipassana are typically found in medical schools or wellness centers and 
focus on relaxation, stress reduction, and related benefi ts. The teaching of 
hatha yoga classes in higher education are mostly geared toward alleviating 
physical, mental, and emotional maladies. Among those ailments that the 
practice of yoga helps include arthritis and stiff joints, chronic pain, diges-
tive problems, fatigue, high blood pressure, headaches, and a weakened im-
mune system. Although all three of these practices draw on elements of the 
yoga system, the complete system is rarely if ever taught to most audiences 
and students. As mentioned previously, much of this seems to be out of fear 
of being labeled a “religion,” which would then turn many away from the 
practices and also prevent their being taught in secular environments such 
as public universities.

Of the major U.S. institutions of higher education, Loyola Marymount 
University (LMU) in Los Angeles, a private Catholic institution founded 
in the Jesuit tradition and approach to education, has the most extensive 
yoga teaching program in the country. There, certifi cates are available for 
a variety of specialized topics related to yoga such as “Yoga and Ecology,” 
“Yoga and the Healing Sciences,” etc. Moreover, the university has taken a 
signifi cant step in acknowledging the broader aspects of yoga by housing its 
Yoga Studies Program at its Center for Religion and Spirituality.

10 University of Minnesota Center for Spirituality and Healing. Retrieved October 24, 2012 
from http://www.csh.umn.edu/Education_Programs/minor/home.html  
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There are also several non-traditional private institutions of higher edu-
cation that have for decades been teaching a more holistic approach to 
yoga like that being adopted by LMU. Schools such as California Institute 
for Integral Studies (San Francisco), Naropa University (Denver), and 
Hindu University of America (Orlando) all offer a more comprehensive 
approach to teaching the entire yoga system. As a result, broader ethical, 
philosophical, and practical aspects are included in their studies. Signifi -
cantly, all three of these institutions were started by individuals who were 
either born or lived in India and who were raised in cultures in which yoga 
plays an integral role. Among the goals of their programs is to carry one’s 
experiences of unity out into the world to bring about social justice and 
world transformation.

INCLUDING YOGA ETHICS IN EDUCATION

Increasingly, the world and nearly all aspects of life have become depen-
dent on technology and scientifi c advancement, and institutes of higher 
education are the primary training centers for those who will infl uence how 
these are used, and misused. The knowledge and values students learn at 
home and through education infl uence how they will construct the future. 
The inclusion of ethical instruction would help to create a more compre-
hensive system of education that could help minimize the misuse of knowl-
edge while advancing the positive benefi ts.

Yoga could play a pivotal role. The system evolved as a means to gain 
control over one’s physical, mental, and emotional being in order to de-
velop an ego-transcending self-awareness, to realize a deeper meaning of 
life, and to experience true happiness. It had nothing to do with adher-
ence to or rejection of any sectarian belief system, for actions and conduct 
matter far more than beliefs in yoga philosophy. The precepts found in 
the yama and niyama comprise a foundational set of values that can be 
adapted to most belief systems but are specifi cally meant to be integrated 
into one’s life style.

What makes yoga unique in this regards is that it seeks to make ethics 
practical by locating them in a holistic mind-body system. It also seeks to 
show how the more one is able to live by these principles, the more one is 
able to obtain the desired outcomes. Scholarly research into the physical, 
mental, and emotional benefi ts from the various aspects of the yoga system 
have already revealed many positive results, but these in themselves do not 
automatically make students or others more ethical, moral, or compassion-
ate. Something more is necessary, something that inspires enhanced mind-
body awareness and an expanded consciousness of the world.



  Yoga and Higher Education • 191

Today, the majority of those who regularly practice TM, vipassana, or 
yoga are individuals who had inclinations toward experiencing a more 
peaceful and harmonious world beforehand and found these methods as 
useful means to help them validate and further those inclinations. Most col-
lege students, on the other hand, are not necessarily so inclined, especially 
in a university environment geared toward personal material benefi t and 
profi t making. They are typically focused on the accumulation of knowl-
edge needed to gain material benefi ts, which they see as the primary goal 
in life. With this mindset, even when taught practices that can enhance 
physical, mental, and emotional health, they will not automatically become 
caring, compassionate, and self-aware individuals. Again, there needs to be 
something more in the educational process if students are to learn these. 
In his short essay, “Wisdom and Knowledge,” Bertrand Russell suggests that 
the teaching of wisdom is not only possible but should be “one of the aims 
of education.”11

Unless fundamental changes occur in the way education currently hap-
pens, it will do little if anything to alter the present course of so much 
of our world toward environmental destruction, increased poverty, fear 
of one another, social and economic divisions and antagonism, and the 
violence that is the consequence. A critical reassessment of our society 
and values and how we treat each other is necessary if this change is to 
occur, and it must take place at home and in the society at large, not only 
at school. The way we are brought up and taught to perceive and inter-
pret our experiences all infl uence the way we respond to each other and 
to life. That is why, even though each person is unique, most individuals 
in a community share many aspects of their personalities with others in 
that community. These can be seen to some extent in how communities 
of people collectively respond to pain and pleasure, wealth and poverty, 
success and failure, etc.

Within the last decade, one can see a stark example of the difference by 
looking at two of the more extreme natural disasters that took place in the 
world, the 2005 Hurricane Katrina that hit New Orleans and killed nearly 
2,000 people and the 2011 tsunami that hit the east coast of Japan killing 
25,000 people. In the former, there were countless reports of chaos, loot-
ing, and murders. In the latter, there was, for the most part, orderliness 
and discipline, people helping of each other, politeness and patience as 
everyone waited their turn to receive assistance, no looting, etc. In both 
cases, the existence, or lack thereof of, of strong ethical and cultural val-
ues was the determinant. In Japan, such virtues that have become increas-

11 Bertrand Russell, Knowledge and Wisdom. Retrieved January 14, 2013, from http://www.per-
sonal.kent.edu/~rmuhamma/Philosophy/RBwritings/knowlegANDwis.htm
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ingly absent in the U.S. are integral to the way children are raised and 
people live their lives, and this was vividly revealed after the 2011 disaster.

Parents and educators both have a responsibility. We are not only par-
ticipating designers as we guide students toward the future that they will 
construct, but we are role models as well, whether or not we admit to it. If 
we want students to learn positive and constructive values but are not put-
ting them to practice in our own lives, we will be unsuccessful, since they 
learn from our actions more than our words. Those of us who seek to help 
create a more compassionate, harmonious, and non-violent world have to 
walk that talk. Truth telling, non-violence, and all the virtues discussed are 
not simply of rhetorical value, they have to be discussed, considered, and 
exhibited by both parents and teachers.

The inspiration and teachings of so many enlightened individuals of the 
past are there for us to consider, to learn from, and to utilize. We can either 
continue to evolve technologically, while ignoring the most important as-
pects of being, or we can realize that a road lacking in ethics and a vision of 
the world as a global community will lead us to an abyss. Education is the 
key, but it has provide more than external knowledge. It has to unlock the 
doors of consciousness, awareness, and self-knowledge for it to provide us 
the tools we need to create a world of peace and harmony. The ashtanga 
yoga system lays out a straightforward approach to help accomplish this 
task.
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CHAPTER 12

“THE NEEDS OF THE HEART”
Finding No-Self in the College Classroom

Geraldine DeLuca

The person one hasn’t met is also always oneself
—Adam Phillips, quoted in Epstein (2007, p. 246)

Spiritual growth is a fi ne tuning of our ear to the needs of our heart.
—Rodney Smith (2010, p. 8)

DEFINING TERMS

Anatta. “No self.” The idea confounds me.
Anatta is one of the three marks of existence in Buddhist philosophy. 

The others are anicca, impermanence, and dukkha, suffering. Imperma-
nence and suffering are clear. Everything changes. We grow older. The 
world keeps changing shape. And we suffer. We may suffer because every-
thing changes. We may suffer because we think that whatever state we’re in 
will never end. We may suffer because, as much as we try, we fi nd it hard not 
to want more or less of whatever we have. We want objects, which we embed 
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with meaning. A better house, a book contract. Perfect health, perfect part-
ners, perfect children, a perfect job. Whatever threatens us we push away. 
This is aversion, another reason why we suffer.

We suffer because we have desires. And because even when they are ful-
fi lled, there is always something more, another need, a worry about the 
thing we have been given. The more wonderful the thing, the greater the 
worry. What will happen if it breaks? “It’s already broken,” the Buddha tells 
us. And that’s okay. You don’t need to strive because you’re already there. 
You just don’t know it. This moment is what you’ve got. A series of them 
strung together, every moment constituting the perfect opportunity for us 
to wake up, to get it, to free ourselves from suffering by encouraging the self 
with all its woes to lighten up.

Still. I’m the one typing, a woman full of the desire to explain what 
anatta means. And for how many millenia have women, in particular, been 
beguiled to believe that their function, their nature, was not to worry their 
little heads about it, to be subservient? Selfl ess? Language, here, is at the 
heart of the problem. Buddhist feminist teacher Christina Feldman records 
her experience in monasteries where she was subtly and overtly instruct-
ed to devalue herself by means of self-serving rules maintained by men. 
She left the west because her pursuit of a perfect self was not bringing her 
peace, only to fi nd that subjugation to an ideal was just as easily available 
in the east.

I realized that I had exchanged one set of iron chains for another of gold. I 
was a willing participant in a scenario where I gladly and willingly gave away 
my freedom. The master whose feet I sat at was never, ever going to invite me 
to sit beside him, solely because I was a woman. And my wish to do so, I was 
told, was clearly an expression of my pride and delusion. (Feldman, p. 34)

The security of the monastery, she understood at that point, was not the 
freedom she searched for. So she left and began “to listen inwardly . . . and 
grow in a way that felt true and real” (p. 34).

The traps, then, are there wherever we go, and “no self” cannot be con-
fused with the surrender of one’s judgment and ego.

Why, then, my interest in this concept in relation to my students? Aren’t 
they having enough trouble becoming what they want to be without me 
steering the classroom in a different direction? Why am I pursuing this 
particular elusive and possibly dangerous idea? Well, because if there’s one 
thing I do understand, it is that the classroom is a place riddled with too 
much self, which is to say, with societal defi nitions of self that can be de-
structive, that limit students’ sense of who they are, pit them against one an-
other, elevate them falsely or too early or for superfi cial reasons, or demean 
them in the same way for not measuring up to predetermined goals. Why 
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is one student our darling and another our nightmare? What is it we desire 
them to be or not to be?

Students become attached to the rewards of being what we want of them. 
D.W. Winnicott (1988) calls the self that they develop the “false self,” be-
cause it is constructed to please the parent. Similarly, Alice Miller (1997) 
writes of the “drama of the gifted child.” If they perform as we want them 
to, students are promised recognition, a seat in graduate school, a fellow-
ship, a fi ne career, a better life than their parents’ in the ever expanding 
vision of the technologically advanced universe of tomorrow. So they/we 
seek the exalted self, fear the demeaned self, and live our lives in reaction 
to both versions. As both teacher and student, I know this exalting/reject-
ing self from the inside. I imagine many people do.

Here’s another paradoxical commonplace of Buddhism:
“To know the self is to forget the self. To forget the self is to become 

enlightened.” This used to baffl e me too. What about “accepting” the self, 
asks a psychoanalyst friend. Exactly, I say. What the paradox implies for me 
now is that there is a self that can be known, accepted. And, when we know 
it, when we’ve really said, I accept that this is who I am, then we can forget 
it. But what does it mean to forget the self? ? Ken Wilber (2007) would say 
that it means we have reached a higher level of consciousness that includes 
the self; it means, that one has done the developmental work of fi nding and 
accepting self and can move on to a less self-referencing place that includes 
others. It is also a place, ultimately, that is not so denying of, so terrifi ed of 
death. What comes to mind is a passage from Louise Erdrich’s (1984) novel 
Love Medicine:

Your life feels different on you once you greet death and understand your 
heart’s position. You wear your life like a garment from the mission bundle 
sale ever after—lightly because you realize you never paid nothing for it, cher-
ishing because you know you won’t ever come by such a bargain again. Also 
you have the feeling someone wore it before you and someone will after. I 
can’t explain that, not yet, but I’m putting my mind to it. (p. 256)

That sense of feeling different, of wearing your life lightly, is what I’m after 
for myself and my students.

The Difference Between the Western Ego and the Buddhist “Sense 
of Self” or “Self-Consciousness”

The stable development of ego is essential to human development. A 
Buddhist friend of mine calls the ego “survival software.” We need it to stay 
in touch with the day-to-day realities of our life: to get out of bed in the 
morning, to go to our jobs, work effi ciently, take care of our children, make 
reasonable choices for our life. If we don’t do that, we’re in trouble. So, yes 
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we need an ego to begin with, the sturdier, the more balanced, the more 
securely loved and loving the better.

Mark Epstein, who straddles the worlds of Buddhism and psychoanalysis, 
explains it this way:

Familiarity with the current ego [sic] psychological-object relations view of 
the ego reveals that meditation can be seen as operating in different ways on 
many distinctive facets of the ego, promoting change and development with-
in the ego, rather than beyond it. This view requires that the ego be under-
stood as a complex and sophisticated matrix of structures, functions and rep-
resentations, rather than as a single entity that could be readily abandoned. 
It recognizes the indispensability of the ego while at the same time revealing 
how meditation practice can uniquely modify it, producing an ego no longer 
obsessed with its own solidity. (Epstein, 2007, p. 44)

So yes, we need the “matrix of qualities” associated with ego. But medita-
tion can improve its functioning. From the Buddhist point of view, the con-
fusion arises because we see the “I” as “permanent, unitary, and under its 
own power” (Epstein quoting Gyatso, 1995, p. 44) while the Buddhists re-
gard our sense of I as “lacking in inherent existence” (Epstein, 1995, p. 44).

American Buddhist teacher Rodney Smith says that we are constantly 
constructing our present reality from past experiences and living out the 
present “as if it were the past” (p. 18), and thus we fi nd it diffi cult to know 
reality as it is. We identify our thoughts, which exist only in the moment we 
are thinking them, with our self. And we mold the next moment with the 
assumptions of the past one. Thus, we are always experiencing a kind of lag 
in seeing what is right in front of us. We identify with the fi xed self, with its 
triumphs and tragedies, its considered opinions, its circle of friends; we list 
our achievements in our curriculum vitae or drag them around in a meta-
phorical bag that we carry on our shoulder. Maybe we spend a lot of time 
talking up the sunny part, keeping the shadow part out of sight—partly 
because we believe so fervently that that shadow part is as fi xed as any other 
part of reality, that it is “us,” and maybe also that if people knew that part of 
us that is ashamed, guilty, disappointed, self-hating, we would be rejected. 
And the self, at that point, can become a trap, a machine that performs, 
addicted to its own self-defi nitions, be they of glory or failure. The self be-
comes attached to its experience, says my teacher Doreen Schweizer, and 
thus it is not free. “Though the thought of anatta may be frightening,” says 
Smith, “its realization is liberating. Once freed of the constricting bonds of 
a self-image, the heart is free to open and be fully affected. All the qualities 
we spend our spiritual life trying to cultivate—love, compassion, patience, 
integrity, and intrinsic joy—are inherent in the present that remains when 
the self-image abates” (Smith, pp. 20–21).
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I am struck by the word ‘abates.’ Sometimes, the sense of self feels like 
a physical ache, “the heavy bear who goes with me,” as Delmore Schwartz 
describes it, the desiring, hungry self, the “central ton of every place.” 
Sometimes, when I feel it before entering a room full of people, I whisper 
to myself “no-self,” and for a moment I feel at ease. I don’t have to prove 
anything. I can just be. And everybody else can just be too. Everybody else 
has their own animal to contend with, and my consciousness affects theirs 
as theirs affects mine.

I think of a Sesame Street picture book I used to read to my children, 
Grover Goes to School (Elliot and Chartier, 1982). It is Grover’s fi rst day and 
he is frightened. There is a picture of blue, category-defying, furry Grover 
and his blue furry mother, both with their round puppet eyes. No beauty 
contests here. “Just be yourself,” says Grover’s mother. “You’re very lovable.”

Just be yourself. Not the self with an edge, a constricted, rejecting or ag-
grandizing self trying to make the right impression. In fact, Grover feels an 
impulse to deny his needs, to give away his toys and his sandwich hoping 
that others will think better of him—and admire him in exchange. But he 
fi nds that nobody notices his sacrifi ces. They just eat and go their own way, 
and he is stuck with things he doesn’t want. Finally, he learns to say no and 
to offer only what he can freely give. It is then that he can relax and be pres-
ent with others in a less self-conscious way.

Pema Chodron, a good stand-in for Grover’s mother, tells us to make 
friends with ourselves, “as a way of not being so self-involved” (http://www.
shambhalasun.com). We don’t deny the self; we just stop striving to ma-
nipulate ourselves and our surroundings and perhaps if we can lighten our 
burden of self, we can sense that, “the world is speaking to us all the time. 
. . . There is a very big heart and a huge mind—a very awake, basic state of 
being. To experience this we begin to make a journey, the journey of un-
conditional friendliness toward the self that we already are.”

Rodney Smith observes that,

Anatta may never be an endearing concept to the West. We take pride in 
standing above the crowd, in individual initiative, and in sculpting our life 
through ambition and effort. Yet when we look at our history as a species, it 
has often been those traits that have created much of the sorrow of human 
existence. Though these qualities may be encouraged in the marketplace and 
the schoolroom, they are not the best qualities for the continuation of the 
species.

Like a magnet unto itself, life pulls us toward a deepening unity and natural 
harmony, but our sense-of-self refuses to go along. One Buddhist sutta says 
that unless we see the knot of the self, we cannot untie it. The call of spiritual 
practice is to examine and understand what we are, and once understood, 
the sense-of-self becomes a functional necessity but never an abiding reality. 
(pp. 21–22)
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Thus, I grapple with the concept of no-self because I want to soften the 
burden of self-consciousness with its looming rewards and punishments, to 
tone down those feelings in myself and my students as they spend time in 
my classes. If we can leave the most fraught parts of the self at the door, or 
notice them as phenomena—just thoughts, not who we are—then maybe 
we can fi nd a more open, curious, un-self conscious way to learn together.

And along with that lightened self, we can invite in other states that pro-
mote, maybe even defi ne aspects of learning and creativity. If we access 
them, our students will benefi t not only because they may fi nd their work 
easier, but because each may get a glimpse of what her individual heart 
needs in this world. “I began to fall in love with the mystery of not know-
ing,” says Smith. And “over time as I posed more questions, I started to 
appreciate living the question rather than having the answer. I was most 
alive in the wonder of the curiosity that existed before the answer became 
known” (p. 68).

What he and Christina Feldman and Pema Chodron and all Buddhists 
are pursuing is freedom from the suffering that gathers around attachment 
and aversion to the experiences of life, and attunement, without grasp-
ing, to the needs of the heart. Their vehicle for moving toward freedom 
is meditation, sustained attention on a regular basis to what is happening 
to us in this moment. “This is it,” says Alan Watts. “Be here now,” says Ram 
Dass. “Wherever you go, there you are,” says Jon Kabat-Zinn. The message 
is clear. We have to embrace the only moment of reality we have, which is 
the present.

TEACHING CONTEMPLATION

For the last fi ve years of my teaching at Brooklyn College, my colleague 
David Forbes and I were fortunate to share a program fellowship from the 
Center for Contemplative Mind. The fellowship supported us in introduc-
ing contemplative practices into our classrooms; running a faculty develop-
ment seminar in the uses of contemplative teaching; paying a yoga teacher 
to teach yoga in the Department of Physical Education; and holding confer-
ences to share our work. Supported by “soft money,” we were given a certain 
degree of respect for our efforts, even though they may have seemed to 
be in opposition to the general movement of the college toward defi ned, 
quantifi able, unifi ed results. I sensed also that some administrators, with 
private yoga practices or meditation groups of their own, cheered us on, 
even as they supervised the implementation of outcomes assessment. We 
were allowed a psychic space of freedom, a moment of collective “no-self-
ness” outside the fi ercely measuring collective self-identity that overtook 
the university, driven by legislators who were guarding the public monies, 
much diminished though they were, from what used to be a tuition-free 
university.
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In Spring 2006, I taught a class called “Literature and Contemplation.” 
I used “contemplation” rather than “spirituality,” because spirituality is 
charged with assumptions I didn’t need to confront. Meditation for many 
people is a purely secular act, and that was my own orientation. Most great 
literature naturally puts us in a contemplative state, opening us up to that 
sense of questioning and wonder that is the goal of meditation as well. 
Who are we, how do we grow, create, bear our losses and our pain, handle 
confl ict, live with others, fi nd love, raise our children, endure the reality 
of death, let go, fi nd peace? We read fairy tales, novels and short stories 
by Herman Hesse, Mark Salzman, Maxine Hong Kingston, Tim O’Brien, 
James Baldwin, Lorrie Moore, Milan Kundera; poetry by Blake, Word-
sworth, Whitman, Ginsberg, a large selection of women’s poetry from a 
volume of poetry edited by Marilyn Sewell, Cries of the Spirit; and a youth 
collection called Speak Your Mind. We also read texts on how to meditate, 
and texts on the nature of the creative process: Jack Kornfi eld, Pema Cho-
dron, Gina Briefs-Elgin, Natalie Goldberg, and others.

Every class included 10 minutes of sitting meditation, and during the 
semester we explored a variety of ways to think, speak and write about lit-
erature contemplatively. These included journal writing; listening to each 
other’s work—not to judge but simply to hear—to “listen one another into 
being,” as Mary Rose O’Reilley puts it in Radical Presence (1998); writing 
to music; writing about the visual; writing to cultivate what psychologist Mi-
halyi Csikszentmihalyi calls a sense of “fl ow.” (See Briefs-Elgin, 1999). We 
worked with Sondra Perl’s (2004) meditation/writing exercise to access the 
“felt sense” of our own knowledge, and did other such exercises in various 
combinations.

Our formal meditations included these enduring practices:

• The basic practice of focusing on the breath, using it as an anchor, 
noticing when we move away from it into thought, and, when we no-
tice, gently calling it back. Joseph Goldstein (1993) reminds us to 
keep our goals manageable. We start by paying attention to the inha-
lation and exhalation of one breath. Just one breath. And when we 
drift off, we return.

• Sense meditations: focusing on one sense at a time. What are we 
hearing? seeing? tasting? feeling on our skin, in our body? What do 
we smell? When do we lose awareness of our senses?

• Body scans, moving from our head to our feet, or our feet to our 
head to notice that we are in fact, embodied beings sitting together, 
that we may be holding tension, pain, that we may be hungry, tired, 
hung over, etc. What does it feel like to be tired or hung over in pre-
cise bodily detail?
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• Insight Meditation, still using the breath as an anchor, but allowing 
ourselves to pay attention to what the Buddhists call the sixth sense, 
the mind, that receiving chamber where we spend so much time. 
To notice emotions, obsessions, physical sensations arising, streams 
of association. We learn to give our thoughts and feelings a name: 
fear, panic, boredom, envy, to get some sense of how they come and 
go. To notice that they are not the whole of us, that one moment we 
are afraid, and the next, we are something else. To notice that one 
moment our hip hurts, and the next, it doesn’t. To become curious 
about the phenomena that travel through our consciousness. To be-
come a witness—but also to notice that the witness is no more of a 
self than the thought being noticed. “There is witnessing,” one might 
say.

• Sitting in openness, to breathe, with no intentions. Just to be, what-
ever that means. It’s a hard state to defi ne, just being, just “uh.” 
Thoughts, images rush in to fi ll the available space. But still we give 
ourselves permission. Whatever. Just be.

• Loving-kindness, or “metta” meditations, in which we send loving-
kindness to a series of people: the self, a friend or benefactor, a per-
son we love unconditionally, a person about whom we have no par-
ticular opinion, a person we dislike, a small group—maybe those of 
us in the class, then a larger group, fi nally expanding outward to “all 
beings everywhere.”

To do this, we start with a list of four or fi ve basic wishes:
May I be safe
May I be happy
May I be healthy
May I be at peace.

The list of wishes can be altered but the idea is to stay close to fundamen-
tally benefi cial states of mind and body. And to notice our connection to 
others, to wish for their well-being as well as our own. To wish for peace for 
all beings everywhere. Sharon Salzberg (2002) has written eloquently on 
this process.

We held our meditation sessions in the middle of the class period, so 
that everyone who was coming was there, and because it helped us to take a 
break, to step back, to shift the energy in the room. Sometimes, after medi-
tating, I asked my students to write about the experience, and at the end 
of the semester, I asked them to write specifi cally about the experience of 
meditating for four months in class. We shared some of these writings, but 
no one was required to read aloud if they didn’t want to.

Did all the students like it? Most did. A few didn’t. But nobody was of-
fended, as far as I could tell. Generally speaking I think they looked forward 
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to the meditation as a time-out from their busy lives. And if we skipped a ses-
sion, someone was sure to tell me, “I missed it today. I was feeling stressed.” 
Most regarded the meditation as a bonus, a special ritual that we shared 
together. It was ours and it was precious, in part because it was ours, and 
in part because meditation is fundamentally a self-honoring act of caring 
for ourselves. We need to breathe. We need to be with ourselves. And how 
wonderful when we can be with ourselves while being together.

I encouraged students to establish a practice of their own outside the 
class, and recognizing that many of them did not have a lot of private space 
or free time, I asked that, at the very least, they fi nd a place in their daily 
lives where they could go at least once every two weeks and sit for twenty 
minutes, in whatever way felt comfortable to them. They could go there 
just to notice. If they were outdoors, at the campus lily pond, for example, 
they could notice the changing condition of the water, the lily pads, the 
grass, the trees, the light, the sound. What happened to nature in that space 
between February and May; between September and December? How did 
those changes affect them? I asked them to write about their experience 
each time—informal writing, just to allow them to record and remember, 
and, because school remains a place of records, to show that they were 
there.

One of my favorite places to meditate in the city, I told them, is the 
subway. It’s hard to do at rush hour, but even then we can be mindful of 
the busy-ness of our lives, the conditions we endure to get to work, to get 
to school, to get home, all of us living our interdependent lives. On an or-
dinary day, when it’s not too crowded and I fi nd a seat, I close my eyes and 
sit with all the others in my car, all these souls moving from place to place. 
At certain stops, Franklin Avenue, Atlantic Avenue, Union Square, Grand 
Central Station, the cars fi ll up, or empty out, depending on the time of 
day, the direction of the train. There are people sleeping, with one eye on 
the stations, people listening to their iPods, reading textbooks, books in 
other languages, people praying, people marking papers, people with bags 
full of strange vegetables at their feet, people speaking Russian or Chinese 
or Spanish, people with suitcases, bicycles. Teenagers in groups, children 
in strollers, young adults in high heels, suits. So many young people! I’m 
reaching a point in my life where I’m often the oldest person in the car. I 
try not to let that bother me. I’m glad I’m still here with them.

Despite the stereotypes that many non-New Yorkers share, I almost al-
ways feel safe on the subway. Because there are so many of us and we’re in 
such close quarters, we keep our eyes to ourselves. But every so often we 
smile, or we move over in our seat to make room for one another. The sub-
way, I like to think, is my sangha. Sometimes on a quiet morning, people’s 
silent faces fi ll me with a sense of bliss. We’re all in it together.
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The point of meditation, I told my students, is not to retreat to a moun-
tain top or a cave—though at times that might be nice—but to bring atten-
tion, equanimity, and compassion to the places in our lives where we fi nd 
ourselves every day.

After that fi rst course, I always included meditation in my classes. I in-
corporated it into my graduate class in Theories and Practices of Teaching 
Composition, and I hope my students there have taken some aspects of 
contemplative teaching into their own classes.

FLOW AS AN ASPECT OF NO-SELF

I began teaching English in the 1970s, when Peter Elbow’s Writing Without 
Teachers (1973) was newly published and starting a revolution in shaping 
the way people taught writing. Previously, teachers were directed to teach 
the product: this is what your essay should look like. So get clear about what 
you want to write, organize your thoughts into an outline with categories 
and sub-categories, and then write. Then proofread. But Elbow shifted at-
tention from the product to the process. What allows those words to make 
their way onto the page? Is it always disciplined, clear thinking? Is that the 
way professional writers write? What he discovered was that while an outline 
and a sense of the whole were helpful, that of course one had to know one’s 
subject, have information, think critically about it, that it helped to have a 
sense of rhetorical structures and strategies, nonetheless, the actual process 
of writing had a life of its own. The method, he discovered, that worked for 
him and that actually guided the way many writers wrote was simply to write. 
“Don’t think about writing, just write.” He recommended “free writing,” 
putting the pen down on the paper and letting whatever came come with-
out interrupting it, without judging it, without investing it with our dreams 
for what we wanted the fi nished product to be. It was a “stream of con-
sciousness,” as the modernist writers called it, a way of accessing a different 
level of awareness, “no-self.” Like free association in psychoanalysis, a prac-
tice employed to get beyond the censors, free writing required or created 
a sense of freedom, a moment out of experience. The deal one made with 
oneself was that this was private and could all be thrown away if it amounted 
to nothing—or if it revealed more than one was comfortable showing to a 
reader. But one had to let go in order for the process to happen.

The process embodied two assumptions. One was the idea of “fi rst 
thought, best thought,” that our fi rst impulses should be trusted, they were 
right there, waiting to be listened to, on the tip of our tongue. The second, 
and seemingly contradictory one was that what fi rst came to mind might 
well be junk, rusty water that needed to run out before the clear stream 
appeared. And then, after 10 minutes or 20 or whatever time one decided 
to write for, when one was fi nished, one could walk away, and then when 
the mind was no longer attached to the “just written,” one could read and 
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see what was there. What is the “center of gravity,” Elbow asked? If you had 
to keep only one sentence of the writing, what would it be? In formal writ-
ing, this could be called “the thesis sentence,” but the process allowed one 
to get past that fi rst “thesis,” the obvious one that came to mind fi rst, to 
fi nd the real thesis sentence, that might be slightly or altogether different. 
“What’s lurking?” Peter Elbow asks. Follow it.

The point for Elbow is: get the self out of there. Tune in to something 
else; let yourself be guided by the connections made when the hand moves 
quickly, when that censor is told to get lost for awhile.

This may not work for everyone, of course. The toiling, responsible, ut-
terly conscious self trying to get its thoughts lined up does produce strong 
writing for some people. I remember reading an essay in the New York 
Times, which I can no longer locate, in which the author said that for him 
writing was like laying bricks. Once a word was on the page, it was there for 
good. He could go ahead and lay the mortar. But for many people, that’s an 
impossible way to go about it. We need to run the water, let the words fl ow 
and have faith that there will be clarity in what emerges. Poets call that faith 
invoking the muse. We must invite her in, be ready for her, show up at our 
desks, paper and pen in hand, same time each day, and in return, this other 
level of being that we could call no-self will guide us in ways we couldn’t 
predict before the process started.

Artists are well aware of this condition of creation. They make them-
selves accessible to it, trust it, and usually, the more they work at their craft, 
the more available it becomes. “How can I know what I think until I see 
what I say?” wrote E. M. Forster (1927, p. 101), echoing a character whom 
he admired. E. L. Doctorow (1988) says, “Writing is like driving at night in 
the fog. You can only see as far as your headlights, but you can make the 
whole trip that way” (p. 305). Artists are not afraid of their unconscious, 
they trust its fertility, and as painter Philip Guston puts it, they are not afraid 
to be embarrassed (Epstein, 2007, 239) and not afraid to fail.

Artistic creation, then, can be seen as a form of meditation. Observing 
his wife’s work as a sculptor, Epstein notes that, “her process required her 
to be open to herself, to fi nd a balance between control and surrender, 
to push into the unknown while being conscious of her reactions but not 
subservient to them.” (Epstein, 2007, p. 231). In The Courage to Write (1995), 
Ralph Keyes says that the difference between successful and unsuccessful 
writers is less a matter of talent than tenacity. The published ones are the 
ones that show up at their desk every day. They have enough “ego” to be-
lieve in themselves, and enough faith in the process to open to the mysteri-
ous part of the self.

Psychologist Csikszentmihalyi (in Brief-Elgins, 1999, p. 84) defi nes the 
state of mind we reach when we create as “fl ow.” In order for fl ow to hap-
pen, he maintains, certain conditions need to be present:
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1. Tasks are manageable.
2. Environment is conducive to concentration.
3. Goals are clear.
4. Feedback is immediate.
5. Involvement is deep but effortless.
6. Individuals feel in control.
7. Individuals are free from a sense of self.
8. They lose an awareness of time.
9. A stronger self emerges after the experience.

Tasks are manageable: I think of Goldstein, (1993). Just one breath. Take 
baby steps. You don’t give a 500-piece jigsaw puzzle to a three-year old. Suc-
cess in the fi rst step engenders trust in the next one.

Environment is conducive to concentration. One’s own room, a quiet 
classroom, a quiet library, etc. The time and freedom to go there.

Goals are clear. What’s my task? I think of Wordsworth’s poem on writing 
sonnets. The frame provides a pleasant and challenging structure:

and hence for me

In sundry moods, twas pastime to be bound
Within the Sonnet’s scanty plot of ground
Pleased if some souls (for such there needs must be)
Who have felt the weight of too much liberty
Should fi nd brief solace there, as I have found.

Feedback is immediate. My own sense of this is that we should know feed-
back is available when we need it, but we shouldn’t feel people breathing 
down our necks. When I write, there is always someone in my head that I am 
writing to. When I’m in a self-critical, defeatist mood, I can call to mind the 
most unsympathetic people I know to be my audience. And sometimes, for 
students, this person is the all-powerful, grade wielding teacher. But when 
I’m smart, I write to those I see as kindred spirits, people who will be honest 
enough to tell me when I’m not making sense, who may say, I don’t agree 
with you, but who will not make me feel that my work is worthless, and who 
will support me in taking the next step.

In certain situations, we may need to take ourselves away from feedback. 
As a relative novice to painting and an on-and-off piano player, I sometimes 
fi nd that I am most comfortable when I’m alone, free to make mistakes, to 
follow my own leads. When I’m ready to show someone, however, it’s won-
derful to have access to a person who knows the craft and can be trusted to 
provide a constructive response.

Involvement is deep but effortless. Individuals feel in control. Individu-
als are free from a sense of self. They lose an awareness of time. These four 
conditions describe the state of fl ow, or deep concentration. We are “in the 
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zone,” trusting what we’re doing, and open, within that state, to surprises. 
Time fl ies. To me this is bliss. The process is working.

And from all of this, a stronger sense of self emerges. We return to reality 
with a sense of deep satisfaction. Emergence from a trance. Crystal clarity. 
Stuff happening without our making it happen.

The balance between control and loss of control is central. We know why 
we’re there but we’re prepared for the unexpected. We’re ready to let go 
of the self and move toward a moment of insight, toward words that appear 
on the page, toward a canvas taking shape, toward a musical composition. 
We see, as Proust would have it, “with new eyes.”

“First there is a mountain; then there is no mountain; then there is a 
mountain.”

We seek, in that experience, a time of freedom from worry, freedom 
from confl icting thoughts and impulses, to be aloft in one’s mind, with 
one’s hands, to sense nirvana, and then to let that go too and return to the 
workaday world, but with a sense that one has a practice that can take one 
back there.

To create conditions in the classroom through sitting meditation, timed 
writings, non-judgmental listening, through providing a safe space so that 
one can take a risk, let down one’s guard, open to a place of vulnerability 
but also amazing strength and freedom—this is the goal of my teaching. If 
my students have this process, this habit of mind, this curiosity and friendli-
ness with their own imagination, I consider my job well done.

LOOKING FOR STRANGENESS

One of the dangers of our highly regulated system of education is the way 
it fi lters out all that is irregular, not easily subject to teaching by script, and 
not easily evaluated. The textbook itself or its online equivalent is an often 
dreary distillation of the thing studied. And yet what we claim to value, 
what we pay most for, is what popular culture calls “thinking outside the 
box.” I don’t love the phrase. It suggests to me a substitute for creativity, 
an economically viable inventiveness, a hipper soap opera, a cooler com-
mercial, a better mobile phone. “Edginess.” Knowing, ironic, decadent. But 
truly “making things strange” is about engendering a sense of wonder and 
openness, engaging us not only in seeing something new but something 
more valuable, something that moves us to a state of mental and emotional 
health, toward wholeness, toward an appreciation of who we are as a spe-
cies.

To me it is the easiest and the hardest work we have to do. It is the easiest 
because our students yearn for it. They know when it’s on the horizon. They 
drop their guard, pay attention. They can sense that what we’re offering is 
as authentic as we can be. It represents a gift, a sharing. But it is the hardest 
work because, in addition to becoming enlightened, one needs to pay the 
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bills. If you want decent living conditions, a full life, you have to fi nd a way 
to support yourself, and that often leads you down paths that don’t neces-
sarily reward self-actualization. And it is also hard because we ourselves, 
teachers and students, are fl awed human beings whose best intentions may 
go awry. We don’t always know what we’re doing. We may think our motives 
are fi ne and then learn that we’re doing harm rather than good.

Methods of teaching can become watered down and corrupted. A group 
of young teachers who grew up on “process writing” may fi nd that they 
have to reject it because it has become codifi ed, because now there is a 
script. “If it’s Tuesday, this must be editing” (see, for example, Kent, ed., 
1999, on “post-process” theorists). The steps can become rote, the surprise 
diminished. We can allow the editing to become superfi cial by focusing 
on surface errors, and leave unattended the deeper processes of moving 
toward the complexity of one’s own thoughts because maybe that longer, 
messier process is hard to contain in a tightly scheduled class. In his essay 
“Occupy Mindfulness,” David Forbes (2012) observes that meditation prac-
tice too can be co-opted. Corporations, responding to the research show-
ing that meditators are happier, have lower blood pressure, perform better 
under pressure, can provide meditation groups to their employees to make 
the 80-hour work week a more fl awless experience. And in school, we can 
institutionalize periods of quiet sitting, we can go to our happy place, with 
the goal of making children more tractable and accepting of an upcoming 
standardized test or an un-peaceful school or an un-peaceful world.

But maybe the process writing and the meditation work anyway on some 
level. Maybe it’s better to institutionalize good practices than bad prac-
tices—though I am also suspicious of the phrase “best practices,” with its 
omens of banning practices that some committee decides are not “best” 
even though they work for me. I may regard a best practice as another cost-
effective strait jacket to put on. But maybe that is why it was time for me to 
retire.

Still, I hope the meditation works anyway. I hope it is subversive of those 
80-hour weeks, leading by its own intrinsic devices to liberating insights 
rather than turning into a way to make people drink the Kool-Aid. As an 
adult, I choose to meditate, I go to a group that I fi nd congenial, I let go of 
one that feels oppressive. But sometimes it takes me awhile to notice which 
is which. If the instruction in meditating is to notice a negative feeling, 
to label it as such and then to let it go, then maybe I dismiss my own best 
instincts that an overall experience is not good for me. This is why it’s im-
portant to have a strong Freudian style “ego” to sort things out, to decide if 
the meditation practice one is engaged in is ultimately a path to liberation 
or bondage.

But despite my recognition of my own limitations, I never doubted the 
value of the class sitting together in silence, or writing without worrying 
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about grammar or spelling or the quality of one’s fi rst thoughts. The freer 
I made my students from my lecturing voice, my marking pen, the better 
I felt. I wanted them to trust in the complexity and magnifi cence of their 
own minds. I wanted them to refer back to themselves as their own ultimate 
judges. I wanted them to listen to their hearts, to know as deeply as they 
could, “this is for me” and to fi nd the courage to move in that direction.

ENVISIONING TRANSFORMATION

Programs in mindful education are everywhere in universities. From the 
groundbreaking Naropa University in Boulder, Colorado, founded in 1974, 
to Brown University, the City University of New York, the University of Mich-
igan, Columbia University. The programs take various shapes, from gradu-
ate programs in jazz to informal faculty meditation groups to yoga classes. 
And as each year passes, the benefi ts of mindfulness practice increasingly 
become a part of the common wisdom and parlance. Institutions such as 
the Center for Contemplative Mind and its academic professional organi-
zation the Association for Contemplative Mind in Education hold confer-
ences to support research and sharing among faculty. So the message is out 
there and training is available. But what shapes will these programs take? 
And how can we reconcile the goals of achievement-oriented universities 
with the open orientation of a concept such as no-self?

Writer, teacher, and Zen practitioner Natalie Goldberg describes meditat-
ing for years with her Japanese-born teacher Katagiri Roshi and never quite 
understanding his English. On one occasion, a group of students tried to 
fi gure out what the key phrase of his talk was. A businessman was sure that it 
was “economic success.” Goldberg later discovered that it was “egolessness.” 
And that, she observes, is the dilemma of American Zen. How do we open 
to egolessness if we are primed to worship economic success? (Goldberg in 
Tworkov, 1994, p. viii).

We need to know, then, what we mean by egolessness. It is not self ab-
negation. Western versions of Buddhist mind place greater value on the 
individual sense of self than do traditional Eastern versions. We see, for 
example, Christina Feldman’s response to her Eastern teacher, discussed 
earlier (2005), and Westerners with an interest in both Buddhism and psy-
choanalysis notice that the emphasis on the individual in the West is often 
a fruitful complement to Buddhist practice (Jennings, 2010, p. 34). Ego-
lessness or no-self can be seen as being free enough of the demands of an 
acquisitive and judging family or society, whose goals are internalized as 
our own, to become attuned to our true gifts. Our higher education system 
seems to be saying, Come and Grow, fi nd out what you love, but it is also 
saying, get high grades, compete for scholarships, do us proud, get into a 
good graduate or professional school, and be aware that the good jobs out 
there are scarce and you have to compete for them. If you get them, you will 
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have money, power, infl uence, and you will be happy. Or at least secure. If 
you don’t work hard enough, you’ll fail. There are, of course, countervail-
ing messages, but the power is with the obvious high achievers. And in most 
cases, of course, the game is rigged. Those with the most privilege enter 
the system with a head start. And despite the privilege, or even because of 
the many pressures that often accompany privilege, students don’t always 
pursue “what is within them.” Without kind parenting, they may fi nd, in 
fact, that it is put down.

In a new book (Cope, 2012), yoga teacher and scholar Stephen Cope 
elaborates the argument for following our gifts. If we don’t fi nd them, we 
may move through our lives well off enough, but we may also carry with us 
a nagging sense of loss. Our gifts don’t need to be large; but whatever they 
are, they need to be acknowledged. Children, he observes, may have a hard 
time honoring their gifts unless someone close to them recognizes and en-
courages their interest. He describes the lifelong work of Jane Goodall, who 
made her way into the society of chimpanzees and discovered in them the 
ability not just to use but to make tools, and equally moving, a sense of com-
passion and altruism. At age four, she crawled into a hen house and waited 
quietly to see where the eggs came out. She was gone for hours and her 
parents were frantic. But when her mother found her, “she did not scold 
me. She noticed my shining eyes and sat down to listen to the story of how 
a hen lays an egg” (Goodall in Cope, p. 31). The path was cleared for her 
observations. Her mother understood that observing animals was her gift.

As I read through various texts on no-self, I come paradoxically to the 
notion that in opening to no-self, we arrive at a place of also being more 
of who we are. No-self and true self, then, come down to the same thing. 
Both represent an attunement to an experience larger than ego, free of 
grasping, hatred, delusion. We move to a state of ease, fl ow, the condition 
where the effort, hard though it may be—maybe unfathomably so to some-
one else whose gifts are elsewhere—is worth it. We follow the needs of our 
heart. Maybe that place, free of the false self, leads to economic success and 
maybe it doesn’t. But it is more likely to lead to inner peace. We may have to 
make accommodations to pay the bills. But we don’t spend our days waiting 
for our work to be over.

So what can we do for our students? Well, we can listen to them with our 
minds and hearts open. One quality I recognize in many of what we call 
“gifted” teachers is an ability to pay clear-eyed attention to their students. 
My meditation teacher Doreen Schweizer has this ability. She looks at me, 
at all her students, steadily, openly, without prejudice. I hear you, she says. I 
will not humiliate you. I will do what I can to alleviate your suffering. I will 
support you in becoming your true self.

We are still mindful of impermanence, but we can be anchored to some-
thing inside that brings peace. Our self changes, our circumstances change, 
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we age, we get sick, we lose people and things we love, but we are not at war 
with ourselves. And when we know others as part of the self, when we regard 
them with compassion, then maybe we stop warring with them as well.

It is a big goal for an egoless teacher. But what choice do we have but to 
pursue it?
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CHAPTER 13

EMBODYING 
HIGHER-EDUCATION 
TOWARDS INTEGRITY

Oren Ergas

INTRODUCTION AND METHOD

This chapter addresses what is construed by infl uential accounts as a moral 
crisis within higher education by appealing to a “body-oriented pedagogy.” 
The recurrent theme within these accounts (Bok, 2003; Lewis, 2006; Palm-
er & Zajonc, 2010) depicts universities as succumbing to a market economy 
policy which has taken over their loftier vocation as institutes which should 
instill a sense of meaning and purpose within the lives of their students. 
The pursuit of knowledge as a means for university prestige has gradually 
disintegrated academia and life, intellect and heart, body and mind, and 
knowledge and self. This disintegration is met in this chapter by exploring 
the practice of the “yogic” posture thus appealing to “yoga” as the Sanskrit 
term which translates as binding together (Feuerstein, 2001).

In line with the above authors this chapter seeks to restore basic moral 
goals posed by Lewis (2006), such as helping students “grow up,” “learn 
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who they are,” and come out of college as “better human beings.” Towards 
these goals the chapter conceptualizes integrity as the basic virtue which 
enables their achievement. The chapter is an account of how the practice 
of the yogic posture conceived as an example of “body-oriented pedagogy” 
(Ergas, 2012, forthcoming A) is directed at this heart of matter. I will claim 
that by the practice of turning our attention towards the body, we cultivate 
a sense of what it feels like to be integrated. From this being experienced as 
an embodied taste, emerges integrity as knowing manifested in “truthful” 
actions. “Truthfulness” however implies neither Absolute truth nor infal-
libility. It is an embodied skill of sensitivity developed by privileging sens-
ing over theorizing. Based on Iyengar’s (2002, 2005) rendition of the yogic 
posture it is contended that our turning to sense the body grounds us in the 
present moment, and allows us to view reality clearly. The goal here is to 
develop one’s ability to feel what is right, and most importantly—to act upon 
this alignment with “truthfulness.” Explaining the educational process of 
“body-oriented pedagogy” as serving the goals posed by Lewis for higher 
education contributes to the understanding of what we can learn through 
attending directly to our bodies, and how this process of learning occurs.

The premise of this chapter is that an important path towards social 
transformation lies within a gaze turned inwards; into each of us individu-
als. Higher education is an important arena in which such inner gaze can 
be cultivated, given that it provides an opportunity for pedagogies which 
require a certain maturity and ripening not always encountered in young-
er ages. This chapter is thus mostly concerned with conceptualizing how 
“body-oriented pedagogy” can contribute to the restoring of higher educa-
tion’s stature as an institute which further cultivates our becoming “better 
human beings.”

The chapter is divided into four parts: Part one broadly surveys the 
moral crisis of higher education as described by Lewis (2006) and Palmer 
and Zajonc (2010). It then locates us within the discourse concerning con-
templative practice as a vehicle towards renewal of higher education. The 
second part defi nes integrity, explains why it is foundational to the goal of 
higher education, and ties these succinctly to classical yoga’s worldview. The 
third part, constituting the core of this chapter, explains the pedagogical 
process of cultivating integrity through demonstrating the yogic posture as 
“body-oriented pedagogy.” The fourth part considers some of the diffi cul-
ties involved in incorporating “body-oriented pedagogy” within an academ-
ic setting. It shortly describes the application of this theory within a gradu-
ate seminar taught at Haifa University as an example of meeting some of 
these diffi culties.

While parts one, two and four mostly rely on a theoretical survey and 
philosophical argumentation, part three which describes “body-oriented 
pedagogy” utilizes an auto-ethnographical method grounded in Ellis and 
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Bouchner (2000) and Denzin (2006). I here elaborate two reasons why I 
believe such method to be most effective in such case. Firstly, when attempt-
ing to justify pedagogy concerned with embodiment, I believe personal nar-
rative to be the closest it may get to an authentic teaching in a living situ-
ation. That is, my description of my practice resembles how I teach a yoga 
lesson, it thus emanates from my own embodiment and invites the reader to 
participate in such lesson through appealing to his/her own embodiment. 
Secondly, many authors have conceived auto-ethnography as an evocative 
research method which aspires to do something meaningful for oneself and 
for the world (Ashton & Denton, 2006; Denzin, 2006; Dyson, 2007; Ellis & 
Bochner, 2000). By bringing myself into the research I speak directly to the 
reader. It becomes an intimate dialogical encounter which seeks change 
in the world through bringing my lived felt and expressed “self” in contact 
with the reader as a living emoting being. The assumption is that actual 
change requires more than an intellectual exchange of ideas. It requires an 
embodied participation of both sides—writer and reader; self and world; a 
participation which moves and inspires us to act. Change is what this book 
is about—a change in higher education. In appealing to auto-ethnography 
I thus integrate content and method towards changing higher education.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Harry Lewis’s book titled Excellence Without Soul: How a Great University Forgot 
about Education locates this chapter in the “heart” of matter. Lewis’s critique 
permeates nearly all aspects of higher education as he exemplifi es his case 
based on his experience of thirty years as lecturer with eight years serving 
as Dean of Harvard College. Higher education to him perhaps remained 
housed within the same old institutional structure, however, the curriculum 
has been deprived of meaning. The production of knowledge is still served, 
yet the proper course of higher education as part of young people’s matu-
ration process has been completely lost. Universities in Lewis’s eyes have 
emulated the marketplace economy’s dictum. “The greater the university, 
the more intent it is on competitive success in the marketplace of faculty, 
students, and research money. And the less likely it is to talk seriously to 
students about their development into people of good character who will 
know that they owe something to society for the privileged education they 
have received.” (2006, p. xii) Essentially, Lewis’s claim could be framed as 
a moral crisis. Echoing Bok’s (2003) earlier survey of the relation between 
university and market economy Lewis establishes that universities have lost 
their moral grounding, as the purpose of their vocation has been blurred 
by economic forces. The loss of moral grounding cripples higher educa-
tion as it succumbs to serving as a knowledge factory, rather than pursu-
ing knowledge as a vehicle towards self-development and the betterment 
of society.
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Similarly, Palmer and Zajonc (2010) express their disheartening experi-
ence as they entered the doors of higher education “…seeking not only 
knowledge but a sense of meaning and purpose…” (p. 2), yet encounter-
ing a rather technical and fragmented approach to knowledge and its role 
within our individual lives. Personally, I can express a similar experience 
both as I refl ect on my years of undergraduate studies, and as I now hear my 
own students give voice to such claims. We all know that students often com-
plain no matter what the setting, yet I tend to believe that Lewis’s account 
points to something deeper which we all experience one way or the other.

I conceptualize the moral crisis which Lewis speaks of as Higher educa-
tion’s lack of integration. This is manifested in various ways, yet simply put, 
it is a rift between knowing and living; academia and life; knowledge and 
morality. The drama of living which we experience in our daily lives consists 
of our fears, hopes, love, hate, anger, joy, happiness, sadness and so forth, 
and less in the academic knowledge which higher education is mostly con-
cerned with. What we mostly require is a marriage of knowing and living in 
which intellectual sophistication goes hand in hand with the cultivation of 
“heart” which Palmer and Zajonc (2010) view as the premise for our inter-
connectedness within community. We need integration. Towards this end, 
we need to design a creative curriculum in which knowing and living are 
not viewed or taught separately. Thus Palmer and Zajonc (2010) invite us to 
explore: “How can higher education become a more multidimensional en-
terprise” (p. 2), which bridges over disciplines and employs intellect, emo-
tions, “…and our capacity for relational, contemplative, and bodily know-
ing” (2010, p. 152, emphasis mine) towards forging creative ways of being 
in the world both in solitude and in community.1

What Lewis, and Palmer and Zajonc are pointing at, eventually leads to 
the principles of “education” as such which cannot be any different than 
those of “higher education.” Without delving into an analytical discussion 
of the term “education” I will commit to Lewis’s very basic claim, to which I 
believe Palmer and Zajonc would adhere, that higher education’s purpose 
is: “…to help them [students] grow up, to learn who they are, to search for 
a larger purpose in their lives, and to leave college as better human beings.” 
(2006, p. xii). Given that these are all goals of “education” as such, we may 
consider the word “higher” in the term “higher education” as a call for 
broadening the arsenal of pedagogies employed, their sophistication, and 
depth as suggested in this current book. Clearly, the term “better human 

1 Shapiro, Astin & Brown (2011): “ ...in most colleges and universities minimal attention is 
given to the development of self-awareness or self-understanding, although the development 
of such insight may be a central skill enabling individuals to understand themselves, the 
behavior of others, resolve confl ict and so on...”(p. 506). These authors thus explore the 
possibilities of incorporating meditation in higher education as a means to enhance such 
skill which can be construed as supporting Lewis’s ideals.



  Embodying Higher-Education Towards Integrity   • 215

beings” is subject to a very broad interpretation. It is an integral part of a 
broad domain to which I refer as “education in morality” in light of Alex-
ander’s (2001) conception: “we discover our best selves in learning com-
munities devoted to a higher good. In addition to addressing the quest for 
life’s meaning, this…addresses concerns about identity, community, moral-
ity, purpose, and transcendence. I call a comprehensive response to these 
“big” issues a vision of the “good life”” (p. x). Again, no simple defi nition 
can cover the essence of “education in morality” as grounded in such vision 
yet it does offer a certain orientation that can be further unpacked. In this 
chapter I confi ne the unpacking to the virtue of integrity which I view as un-
derlying many of the goals proposed by Lewis. Seeking to integrate academ-
ic intellectual sophistication and life-as-lived my claim is that we need to 
begin by exploring integration within ourselves. Only if we gain a deep sense 
of integration as embodied knowing can we then demand similar integration 
from the worldly endeavors with which we are engaged. It is from within 
our embodiment that we can reclaim higher education in morality towards 
our becoming “better human beings.” I intend to show that “body-oriented 
pedagogy” as described here provides a powerful process towards the culti-
vation of integrity. In employing “body” as a vehicle towards integrity as that 
from which the goals brought above are served, I locate my effort directly 
within Palmer and Zajonc’s invitation brought above—to link contempla-
tion, and “bodily knowing” towards a creative way of being and knowing.

The appeal to “body,” as rooted here in yoga, is directly nested within the 
fi eld of contemplation and education. Contemplative practices of diverse 
forms including meditation, tai chi, yoga and autobiographical writing, 
have been incorporated in various ways within higher education. Examples 
go back twenty years to Tremmel (1993) and Miller (1994) who have ex-
emplifi ed the incorporation of mindfulness and loving kindness medita-
tion. While these were rather rare twenty years ago, contemplation is now 
being integrated in many universities including Brown, Michigan State, 
Columbia’s Teacher’s college and many others.2 In 2008 The Association 
for Contemplative Mind in Higher Education (ACMHE) was founded: “to 
advocate for contemplative practice in higher education; to encourage new 
forms of inquiry and imaginative thinking; and to educate active citizens 
who will support a more just and compassionate direction for society.”3 This 
chapter stems from this context and contributes to our understanding of 
how “body-oriented pedagogy” can cultivate integrity viewed here as a foun-
dational virtue lying at the heart of any educational endeavor.

What I coin as “body-oriented pedagogy” consists of the means towards 
orienting us to dwell in the sensed body. Following Johnson (2000) I call this 

2 Refer to Teacher College Record’s (2006) special issue on contemplation and education, and 
to Palmer & Zajonc (2010)for descriptions of such courses.

3 http://www.acmhe.org/about
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dwelling in embodied mindfulness (Ergas, 2013, forthcoming A).4 At least two 
strands emerge from “body-oriented-pedagogy”: the fi rst seeks to remain 
at the level of the sensed “body,” keeping thoughts at bay and thus remain-
ing within the sensed present. I have explained this strand in Ergas (forth-
coming A) as I elaborated how we learn from the body based on classical 
yoga’s worldview. The second strand turns to the “body” as a source from 
which philosophical refl ection emerges within thinking. I have pointed to 
this strand in Ergas (2012) coining it as a pedagogy of embodied-philosophy of 
livingness. This chapter appeals to the former explaining how integrity can 
be accessed as a pre-discursive embodied realm and then refl ected upon 
discursively. It thus combines these two strands. I add that the utilization of 
the yogic posture in this case, should be viewed as a case study. I am certain 
that the pedagogical principles described can be applied to other forms 
of embodied practice conceptualized as “body-oriented pedagogy,” such as 
martial arts, running, cycling, and various activities concerned with physical 
education.

INTEGRITY AND HIGHER EDUCATION

The concept of Integrity is central to Palmer’s (1998) conceptualization of 
the act of teaching as he states: “Integrity requires that I discern what is 
integral to my selfhood, what fi ts and what does not.” (p. 14). Integrity for 
Palmer walks hand in hand with identity. It is only if I have a good sense of 
“selfhood,” that I can discern whether my actions are aligned with this “self-
hood” or not. While Palmer works with both these terms, he then admits 
that: “Identity and integrity can never be fully named or known by anyone, 
including the person who bears them. They constitute that familiar strange-
ness we take with us to the grave, elusive realities that can be caught only 
occasionally out of the corner of the eye.” (p. 14). Indeed words may not 
be a suffi cient medium in conveying meanings of a dense term such as 
integrity.5 This chapter is directly aimed at demystifying some of this blurri-
ness of which Palmer speaks. With words we seek to speak about integrity as 
in retrospect, while within “body-oriented pedagogy” suggested here, we 

4 In Ergas (forthcoming A) this is explored within the context of the yogic posture directly 
relating to the theme of this chapter. In Ergas (2013) the notion of mindfulness is explored 
through the question “why meditate?” There I bring a contemporary and critical reading of 
the sati patthana suta as the foundational Buddhist text on the subject of meditation. This 
sutra treats the body as the fi rst reference (out of four) to establish mindfulness upon, hence 
its relation to our subject here.

5 Cox, La Caze, and Levine (2011) bring a thorough analytical analysis of the term integrity and 
the various complexities involved in its defi nition.
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make being integrity our goal.6 By working within the domain of sensation and 
keeping words at bay, we may be able to familiarize ourselves with integrity’s 
embodied taste as I soon elaborate. Yet, fi rstly I wish to conceptualize integrity 
in a way which will lend itself later to the description of “body-oriented 
pedagogy.”

I defi ne integrity as a way of being manifested in actions which are sensed 
subjectively and assessed by others as “benefi cial,” “wholesome” and “truth-
ful.” I provide a succinct characterization of these traits given that a full 
analytical discussion is beyond the scope of this chapter. Firstly, integrity 
combines being and knowing. Knowing is manifested in one’s actions. Be-
ing concerns the embodied “taste” of such actions which can be character-
ized as a union of body and mind within the present moment as I will later 
clarify. An act of integrity is considered “benefi cial” if it is performed with 
good heart, with the hope that the consequences of action are helpful to 
myself and others, or at least the consequences diminish a foreseen harm to 
a minimum. It is “wholesome” in so far as its performance does not haunt 
me as I constantly reconsider what would have happened had I acted oth-
erwise. An act of integrity is sensed as “truthful” in the sense that it feels right 
yet we cannot always justify it rationally. It refl ects our best intentions, as 
far as our integrity has developed. It is thus “truthful” but not “The Truth” 
(capitalized) since it is grounded in a humility that acknowledges our being 
human and thus fallible. The chapter is concerned with explaining how we 
can foster our inner-attunement with that which “feels right,” hence “truth-
ful,” through “body-oriented pedagogy.”

The premise of integrity is “one-ness.” That is, ideally, the only way I can 
gain a sense of “truthfulness” and “wholesomeness” is if my action is devoid 
of inner-confl ict. My action needs to feel right. This right-ness is an embodied 
sense which is by no means a rational discursive inner-dialogue in which I 
justify an act retrospectively, and invoke a good feeling about my own ac-
tion. It is rather a pre-discursive sense which may not be familiar to us in our 
daily endeavors given that most of the time most of us are mind-oriented; or 
simply put, “we live in our heads”; within words and discourse. As will be ex-
plained here embodied integrity can be cultivated through becoming mindful 
to our body’s natural search for physical alignment. When we fully attend 
to this physical alignment it becomes an integration of “mind” and “body” 
within the present moment.

6 Eppert (2009) addresses integrity as it emerges from her treatment of the educational 
possibilities of “water.” She fi nds two contradictory relationships with “water”: one 
characterizing a “western” mindset interpreted as a non-ecological exploitative ethos. The 
other, an “eastern” reverential ethos which views “water” “as a medium for educational 
insight” (p. 192). Water is thus explored by Eppert as part of an educational curriculum of 
“witnessing” which cultivates various virtues, one of which is integrity.
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Connecting the dots so far, I claim that integrity as described lies at the 
heart of Lewis’s educational agenda. “Helping students grow up” and 
“learning who they are” can be interpreted as strengthening students’ abil-
ity to remain truthful to themselves and not succumb to harmful group 
pressure. It is cultivating their ability to maintain a balance between the ex-
terior and the interior; between a luring environment and an inner-calling 
which may not always comply with societal conventions; between acquiring 
important and necessary knowledge of the world they live in, and look-
ing inwards to “check-in” whether they are there or perhaps they have lost 
track of themselves as they forgot what (and whether at all) the academic 
knowledge they are pursuing contributes to their lives. The cultivation of 
this balance constitutes education towards embodied integrity which I view 
as a foundational characteristic of “better human beings.” They become 
“better” in the sense that their growing integrity allows them more moments 
of affi rming that they not only sense what feels right to the best of their 
knowing at this point, but also act upon it. Their action follows this embodied 
integrity since any other action creates a sense of dissonance in their life. 
They become less tolerant to such dissonance because its embodied nature 
becomes familiar to them through “body-oriented pedagogy.” They thus 
seek to avoid this dissonance since their cultivated sensitivity accentuates 
their discomfort with anything other than integrity.

THE YOGIC POSTURE AND INTEGRITY

The Sanskrit word “yoga” comes from the root yug which means to integrate; 
hence its direct relation to this chapter’s theme. Yoga as a broad tradition 
dates back nearly four millennia according to Feuerstein (2001), and en-
compasses diverse philosophies and practices concerning integration. Clas-
sical yoga as a specifi c yogic tradition dates arguably to the 2nd century AD, 
a time in which Patanjali has condensed its founding text, the yoga sutra. 
This parsimony text is a philosophical-practical guide towards the realiza-
tion of our “true nature.” Here, we shall interpret “true nature” as an in-
tegration of body-mind and perhaps that which lies beyond them which can 
bear different names yet essentially is ineffable.7 The pedagogy described 
later however, will remain within the confi nement of a pragmatic-empirical 
approach. It is a grounded pedagogy based on turning our gaze fully to the 
“body” as a tangible and felt presence. Its grounding is literally in the touch of 
our feet on the ground refraining from an appeal to what could be thought 
of necessarily as transcendent.

7 One can call this “soul,” “Spirit,” True SELF or other. The interpretation provided adheres to 
Iyengar’s defi nition of yoga as: “The union of the individual soul with the Universal Spirit…” 
yet as he himself contends such interpretation is too abstract thus he offers: “yoga is the 
union of body with the mind and of mind with the soul.” (2002, p. 3).
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Patanjali’s foundational yoga sutra offers only three sutras (II. 29, 46, 47) 
which deal directly with the yogic posture. This fact is quite surprising given 
that if we go to a contemporary yoga lesson chances are, yogic postures 
would be most (if not all) we shall practice.8 To some this may give the im-
pression that yoga is but one more means of getting one in shape. Yet, such 
view depletes yoga of its potential as a pedagogy towards transforming one’s 
life.9 This potential lies in educating us towards exposing the way we per-
ceive the world and the way we act within it. According to Classical yoga we 
perceive our environment through our idiosyncratic judgment wittingly or 
unwittingly. This habit is not merely formed by our cultural upbringing. It 
is much more primordial than that. Our perception is to a great extent con-
ditioned by memories engraved in our consciousness.10 These become pre-
dispositions which arise at the moment of perception tainting one’s percep-
tion of reality by idiosyncrasy. Reality as such is quite remote from how we 
perceive it. Each of us views it differently depending on his past experiences 
and memories which shape his particular preconditioning.11 We may agree 
that a chair is red for example, however the color red itself may be peaceful 
for one, neutral for another, and frightening for yet another depending 
on how red was experienced in the past. We get used to these patterns and 
construct our own identity based on their repetitiveness in our lives. For 
example, I am the kind of person who gets to places earlier than required. 
Being on time is a stressful matter to me. I don’t enjoy it, but I simply can-
not relax by merely recounting the numerous times which have proven to 
me that I nearly always show up on time. I still get stressed. Some readers 
may sympathize with me, yet that does not make my or their reaction more 
truthful, valid or benefi cial. It simply points to the fact that we are similarly 
conditioned. What does conditioning mean? It means replaying who we 
were as automatons. It means disintegration since the actions we perform are 
not grounded in the present perceived moment by moment, but rather in 
the past which becomes the ruler of our lives. We may be present physically, 
yet we are not there in terms of viewing reality as it is. We are disintegrated 
in the sense that our bodies go through the motions in the present, while 

8 The processes of why and how yogic postures have become so pervasive within contemporary 
practice are described in De Michelis (2004) and Alter (2004).

9 As Iyegar writes: “In India, asana [posture] was never considered to be a merely physical 
practice…” (2002, p. 46).

10 These are the vasanas and samskaras according to Patanjali. Samskaras are the residues which 
every action or volition produce within our minds (Feuerstein, 2001, p. 459). Vasanas are 
“the concatenation of samskaras” (Feuerstein, 2001, p. 460). In other words Vasana is a more 
formidable construct formed by a number of samskaras.

11 Feuerstein: “Every experience leaves its impress on the psyche or mind. Ego-derived 
experiences reinforce the ego-illusion…Every single time we sense, feel, think, will, or do 
anything at all, we cereate what the yogic authorities style a subliminal activator (samskara).” 
(2001, p. 241). Samskaras will later emerge, shaping the way we react to circumstances.
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our minds project a past conditioning.12 The educational process of yoga 
seeks to expose these patterns through accessing a pre-judgmental percep-
tion in which we can view things anew stripped of our conditioning; of the 
past; Integrated. “Body-oriented pedagogy” turns our attention to the “body” 
to ground our minds in the present providing the condition for integrity. 
Let us now see how such process is incited practically.

THE YOGIC POSTURE AS EMBODIED 
PEDAGOGY TOWARDS INTEGRITY

I deliberately choose a very simple posture to describe the yogic posture as 
“body-oriented pedagogy.” The idea being that the educational potential 
is latent in any posture, and applies to all human beings who are willing to 
direct their gaze towards their bodies, regardless of how in-shape they are. 
The posture we shall be looking at is named mountain pose.

It is simply standing. The practice of mountain pose means that I try to be 
this mountain right now. A mountain can be viewed as solid, quiet, erect, 
spread out, and rooted in the ground. It is a mountain whether it rains or 
snows. The wind and water may erode its rocky structure overtime but basi-
cally it remains a mountain. It simply is. What would it mean practically for 
me to practice being such mountain? The following is one variation I may 
follow:

I place my feet side by side, toes pointing forward. I breathe a few breaths 
and relax my shoulders and my back. I gaze at a point in the horizon at 
eye level. I breathe some more, and with every breath release more of my 
weight towards the ground. I stand quietly and try to remain with sensing this 
body, just standing there and maintaining my pose. There are many ways in 
which I can delve deeper into this practice. Here I point towards the way in 
which the practice incites embodied integrity:

12 Feuerstein: “… to be in one’s mind” means not to be present as the entire body-mind, and it 
is only when one is bodily present and open at the heart that the Self beyond the ego is likely 
to reveal itself.” (2001, p. 242).
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I now try to sense my left side and then my right. I usually discover that 
despite my intellectual knowledge of being constructed symmetrically, that is, 
having two feet, two hands, two shoulders etc. this symmetry is not my current 
lived experience. I may feel the left shoulder to be higher than the right, the 
right arm may be slightly more relaxed than the left, the right foot may feel 
displaced etc. I observe this asymmetry yet the premise for this asymmetry is 
a line dividing the two sides of my body. Where doth that line pass?—With 
my gaze turned inwards, I search for that line. I imagine a line running from 
the top of my head, down through my spine and my pelvis and down to the 
ground. To the sides of this line lie the two sides of my body. As I explore the 
embodiment of this line, I begin to experience more than a physical sensa-
tion of bodily alignment. This line not only separates between two sides of a 
body. It also integrates them. I call this the integrity line .

When my gaze turns to the periphery I experience the asymmetry of left 
and right, yet when the gaze is centered over the line which integrates left 
and right I am less concerned with the discomfort of asymmetry. I keep 
searching the embodiment of this line. That is, I want to feel this line and not 
merely think it. The feeling may bring thoughts about integration. Thoughts 
such as “does my current work embody integrity?,” “am I managing to main-
tain integrity being pulled between family life and career?” etc. I may lin-
ger with these thoughts for a while, yet in essence I wish to recycle these 
thoughts about integrity and feed embodiment with them towards embodied 
mindfulness—towards being integrity. If I let these thoughts lure my attention 
very quickly will I experience disintegration. I noted earlier that practic-
ing mountain pose means “simply” being this mountain. Being the posture 
implies, not being something else. That is, we may be standing here, but our 
thoughts can carry us out there. We may be conscious of these thoughts, or 
we may be completely lost, not able to recall what we were even thinking 
about, when we phased out of being our standing body. When we stand here 
and think of there (whatever the content of there may be) we unwittingly 
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practice not-being the posture.13 We are literally disembodied since our mind 
took fl ight from our standing body. This would mean being dis-integrated. 
Thus my thoughts about integration must be kept at bay. If they are very in-
triguing I may pause and write them down, yet eventually I wish to return 
home to the body, within the integrity line.

I notice my body’s subtle movements along the integrity line and from 
time to time, a certain clarity dawns, as I experience some stillness within. 
This stillness is my being this inner integrity line and not being ideas about 
it or any other irrelevant thought. This stillness feels right to me. What is the 
nature of this right-ness?—It is an embodied sense of peace, quite remote 
from the experience of “being right” when debating an intellectual prob-
lem. It is a sensed knowing; simple, yet profound. It is “oneness” experi-
enced even for a fraction of a second in which I am there body and mind 
fully present and “one.” It is this embodied one-ness which gives me the 
taste of integrity as being; as a predisposition from which future action can 
spring to manifest integrity as knowing. It is a taste of “home”;14 a reference 
point which allows me a taste to which I can later come back to as I indeed 
act in the world and check-in on my integrity. This locus exists in the body as 
a potential which comes to fruition only within embodied mindfulness—when 
mind is attuned to the sensing body within the present moment.

The rightness I described above is not a claim of Absolute truth. It is cer-
tainly possible that tomorrow I may sense a more intense feeling of right-
ness. Between rightness and wrongness (or awkwardness in this sense) lies a 
spectrum that refl ects degrees of sensed embodied integrity. The point is 
my on-going search for rightness and its located-ness within this present mo-
ment. It is the cultivation of body-mind integration as both a physical an-
chor for integration through the sensed posture, and as a mental anchor of 
stillness. This search for integrity is a moral commitment pursued concomi-
tantly with the humility of knowing that I am human, and thus not perfect. 
The rightness I sense is the best I have at this point of my search that will 
continue for as long as I live. This search is my educational process that 
may entail its ups and downs, yet its trajectory points to a growing familiar-
ity with embodied integrity. If a claim for Absolutism exists here, it lies not in 
the extent to which embodied integrity is sensed in a certain session, but rather 
in the commitment to engage in this continuous striving for perfection day 
after day: This commitment is part of the “vision of the good” (Alexander, 
2001) constituting education in morality as noted in the beginning of this 
chapter. This process, this pedagogy, is hopefully to yield a growing attun-

13 This is an application of an idea expressed by Thich Nhat Hanh (1998) in regards to 
mindfulness practice.

14 Miller (1994) describes this “home” based on Christian contemplative David Standl-Rast. 
As he contends it is about “feeling “at home” in this universe” (p. 68). I embrace this 
understanding and here seek to evoke this sense of “home”-ness by beginning with the sense 
of “home” within our bodies.
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ement with the locus from which I engage with the world; with my children, 
with my students and colleagues, and with all my endeavors. My integrity in 
this sense is based on the “truthfulness” of knowing I am doing my best, 
but I am only human. In acknowledging my fallibility I remind myself of 
my inter-connectedness with a fallible species. The embodied integrity, which 
provides me with the taste of right-ness, should thus have nothing to do with 
righteous-ness, conceived here as preaching what is right based on a claim for 
Absolute Truth. It is only if I lose touch with the embodied sense of right-
ness and allow discourse and thoughts to take over, that the presumptuous-
ness of righteous-ness emerges. The right locus within embodied integrity, which 
“body-oriented pedagogy” seeks is right for all of us, yet its “taste” and the 
content of its expression in action remain completely subjectively discerned 
and determined. That is, each one of us would develop his own intimacy 
with this locus, and express right-ness in his own way.

Yet, this stillness; this right-ness is evasive, since despite my wish to remain 
there, my “mind” expresses its nature as it wanders off. I constantly phase in 
and out of body; from stillness within body, to turbulence of mind and back 
again. My practice could be viewed as my constant taming of this “mind” 
which is so accustomed to be lured by all but the sensed and present “body.” 
Yet, this very practice is life itself. My worldly endeavors “drown me” in such 
a way that I often forget that “home” is there waiting to be acknowledged. 
The “body” is there, and whenever I remember to check-in on its alignment 
I can regain my integrity. I can relax into my endeavors through attunement 
to my “body” as an integrity detector. Yet, it is only if I practice this back and 
forth movement within “body-oriented pedagogy” that I can cultivate the 
potential of acknowledging and re-acknowledging “body.” My family, ca-
reer, and other obligations will constantly aim to conquer the possibility of 
actually being there fully. Yet, the habit of practicing “body-oriented peda-
gogy” will gradually build this skill of re-integrating myself body-mind within 
the present towards being and knowing integrity. 15

Mountain pose is one of dozens of yogic postures, which can all be prac-
ticed towards embodied integrity. The more challenging the posture, the 
greater the challenge of achieving this state.16 Yet, taking small steps by be-
ginning with a less physically-demanding posture such as mountain pose, 
one gradually builds this integrity, and deepens it further by intelligently 
choosing more physically-challenging postures. The increasing physical 
challenge serves as additional weights in a gym workout, yet here its goal 
is a steadiness of mind’s gaze dwelling in “body” which allows the clarity of 
embodied integrity. Physical excess gives rise to turbulence of mind experi-
enced as thoughts which take me away from presence within practice.17 By 

15 This refers us directly to the way Desikachar views yoga as creating: “a state in which we are 
always present—really present—in every action, in every moment.” (1995, p. 6)

16 Examples of more challenging postures are the following bow pose and handstand .
17 Iyengar writes: “when there is only exertion…the mind does not balance.” (2005, p. 37)
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constantly turning to the sensed body, to embodiment, thoughts subside. The 
back and forth movement between thoughts carrying me away from the 
present experience of the body, and an intention to remain within embodi-
ment towards integrity, are thus comparable to my arms moving up and down 
to lift weights in a gym workout. As I remain within embodiment, I notice 
my body naturally seeking steadiness and comfort;18 constantly posing and 
reposing as Iyengar (2005, p. 36) defi nes this process. This process is not 
handled through thoughts but rather through sensations. It is the body’s 
own search for integrity of posture, which means a union of its organs within 
an alignment that feels right at this moment. If I am fully mindful of this 
process, that is, I do not let irrelevant thoughts intrude and take posses-
sion of my awareness, that means I am living the process towards embodied 
integrity. Eventually, I seek a state in which the posture embodies integrity. 
Such state is reached when there is no excess in my practice; neither physi-
cal nor mental. I am the posture. It feels comfortable and steady. My mind 
is attuned with my body. My being the posture is a manifestation of knowing 
integrity as mind and body align and unite.

The premise of “body-oriented pedagogy” as demonstrated here, is 
that once I get an embodied sense of integrity, I will seek to emulate the 
right-ness of this taste within my actions in the world. While intellectually 
we may know what integrity means, it is here suggested that the more integ-
rity becomes embodied through “body-oriented pedagogy” the clearer my 
perspective becomes as to whether my actions are a manifestation of this 
knowing. I will experience a growing trust in this learnt embodied taste, and 
develop the wish to act upon it.

Recapping on the goals of education set forth earlier, this would be a 
substantial aspect of “helping me grow up,” “knowing myself,” and “becom-
ing a better human being.” As my body feels different every day, my search 
for the clarity of embodied integrity will remain challenging, providing me 
constant opportunity to further refi ne my being and knowing integrity. As 
I grow older, my posture may change. My thoughts may change. Yet, the 
pedagogical principles underlying my search for embodied integrity will re-
main the same. The changes I will experience will be met by a developing 
embodied mindfulness through which I will know myself and the changes I un-
dergo. This knowing will emerge within the framework of exploring integrity 
towards becoming a “better human being.”

IS THIS APPLICABLE IN A UNIVERSITY OR COLLEGE SETTING?

The above description of the yogic posture as “body-oriented pedagogy” 
had hopefully shed some light on education towards integrity as one possi-

18 As Patanjali’s yoga sutra (2.46) indicates: “Posture [should be] stable and comfortable.” 
(Feuerstein’s translation, 2001, p. 225)
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ble remedy for higher education’s moral crisis described in the beginning. 
Yet, setting aside the nature of “body-oriented pedagogy” as described, a 
troubling practical question remains, concerning how can such pedagogy 
fi nd its way into the setting of a university or college? This question can be 
further unpacked as: Where does this fi t within the conventional academic 
disciplines? Perhaps “body-oriented pedagogy” should fi t as an auxiliary 
course? Should courses incorporating this pedagogy merit academic credit? 
If students do not receive credit for such course, would they dedicate them-
selves to such extra-curricular activity? How would one go about grading 
such course? Who would teach it? This is but a short list of numerous diffi -
culties which emerge as we consider the implementation of such pedagogy 
within higher education. As a preliminary remark in regards to these issues, 
we may consider that posing such questions is a rhetorical strategy which 
manifests our own shaping by the system which Lewis and Palmer and Za-
jonc critique. Some of these questions stem from the reductionism to which 
higher education has succumbed. They can all be addressed by a creative 
approach which re-considers and re-shapes higher education. While I can-
not possibly address all these pressing matters here directly, I will succinctly 
describe a course I have taught at the University of Haifa.19 With this de-
scription I hope to propose one way in which “body-oriented pedagogy” 
can be introduced into campuses maintaining an academic structure yet 
reviving higher education with integrity, towards complying with the goals 
set forth by Lewis for higher education: “helping students grow up,” “know 
who they are,” and “leave college better human beings.”

In Spring 2012 I offered a master’s level course titled: “Eastern paths as 
Alternative Pedagogies” at the faculty of education of Haifa University. The 
course was designed as a four hour weekly session for the duration of one 
semester. The lectures were divided into two consecutive two hour sessions: 
the fi rst consisted of “body-oriented pedagogy” practice (half semester of tai 
chi and half semester of postural yoga). The second session was dedicated 
to a frontal lecture and discussion with occasional utilization of contempla-
tive pedagogies concerned with the theory studied.20 I taught both sessions 
based on my certifi cation as a senior yoga teacher and Tai Chi practitioner. 
The theory taught was grounded in my PhD dissertation which developed 
a pragmatic educational model which brought together East-Asian philoso-
phies and modern science towards understanding contemplative practice 
as education. The course posed two main goals: Firstly, to introduce the 

19 Concise versions of this course were taught at the Hebrew University during the years 2007-
2010.

20 I cannot elaborate much on this aspect here, however following Zajonc (2009) I have applied 
refl ective meditations in which concepts such as the body/mind dualism, the Vedantic 
atman=Brahman formulation, the doctrine of Buddhist dependent origination and others 
were studied both through conventional frontal lecture and through guided contemplation.
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students to the theory and practice of contemplation based on a number of 
East-Asian traditions. Secondly, to critically assess the contemplative prac-
tices studied as educational pedagogies. This assessment was to take place 
through auto-ethnographical research based on the students’ practice dur-
ing the practice sessions, and on a daily twenty minute self-practice to which 
they committed upon enrolment to the course. The self-practice followed 
my instructions and evolved according to the classroom sessions. It was to 
be documented throughout the semester within a personal journal which 
served as the data for the fi nal project of the course21: a ten page essay 
in which the students were to unfold their own refl ective journey taken 
throughout the semester, leading to a consideration of the place of con-
templation (mostly focused on the body as in postural yoga and tai chi) in 
education. Twenty two regular students attended the classes. The lessons 
took place in a wide classroom enabling enough room for the yoga and tai 
chi practice, and the frontal lecture. In a future paper I hope to provide a 
fuller account of students’ fi nal projects in this course. Here, I wish to com-
ment on the rationale of this course and to relate it to the description of 
“body-oriented pedagogy” above.

The premise of this course’s structure and content is that in the end of 
things, we are both pre-discursive and discursive beings. Higher education 
was founded on the latter, stressing the conceptualization of the student 
as a “thinking being.” This course does not refute this aspect of our be-
ing, yet merits our being “sensing beings” equally, and applies our critical 
skills to assess the experience of our embodiment. In this sense it applies 
the critical-rational principle underlying higher-education towards an as-
sessment of “body-oriented pedagogy.” By guiding the students to employ 
an auto-ethnographical research in to their own growing understanding of 
“body-oriented pedagogy” they undergo a pedagogical process. Through 
the intimate documentation of this process, and the study of theoretical 
background underlying such pedagogy, the students construct their own 
competency as legitimate assessors of the validity of this pedagogy and its 
application within schools.

This course is one example which I view as a creative way of incorporating 
embodiment within higher education while at the same time offering the 
students a meaningful educational experience. It appears to me that “body-
oriented pedagogy” (and contemplative practice in general) can fi nd its 
way into formal higher education given at least the following features which 
can be found in the course described above: a) “Body oriented pedagogy” 
should be enveloped with theory which explains its rationale, given that as 
conceptualizing academic beings we feel more comfortable when we have 

21 The course also included some obligatory reading, an assessment of practice, and a short 
quiz which checked students’ grasping of key concepts in Buddhist and Hindu philosophies.
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a grounded theory which justifi es what we are doing.22 b) It must eschew 
any type of dogmatism requiring a belief beyond one’s experience. c) Its 
rationale should lend itself to the same rigorous refutation procedures to 
which academic sciences are subject. That is, if “body-oriented pedagogy” 
makes a claim that it contributes to the cultivation of integrity as suggested 
here, we should fi nd ways in which such claims can be validated. One such 
way would be to conduct a scientifi c research of students’ self-narratives at 
the end of such course, given a rigorous conceptualization of the concept 
of integrity. If such research does not reveal this claim to be valid than ei-
ther the theory requires reformulation, and/or the practice needs to be 
deepened so that we indeed provide an intelligible account of what we are 
offering here.

CONCLUSION

To conclude I ask why would we need “body-oriented pedagogy” in a re-
envisioned higher education given the above reservations?—to answer this 
question we return to the beginning of the chapter in which some of the 
critics of contemporary higher education have pointed to higher education 
institutions’ loss of moral grounding. Reclaiming this moral grounding can 
take diverse routes, some more conventional than others. We are not here 
to condemn other forms of moral education. We are rather to point to the 
possibilities inherent in the “body” as a means to cultivate integrity which 
I view as a foundation of moral action in the world. It is certainly a less 
conventional path to consider, yet the question “what is the goal of higher 
education”? should constantly be echoed. If our answer follows Lewis, and 
Zajonc and Palmer, then our concern should not be whether this pedagogy 
is conventional or not, but rather whether it works. If “body-oriented pedago-
gy” proves effective in contributing to the re-storing of higher education’s 
moral grounding based on effective ways of assessing such end, it may be 
a way of reformulating old conventions to yield new ones; Ones which will 
make sure that we do not lose sight of helping students “grow up,” “know 
who they are,” and “leave college as better human beings.”
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CHAPTER 14

TOWARD AN ECOLOGICAL SELF 
AMID AN EMPATHY DEFICIT
Higher Education, Psychology, and Mindful 

Connection with Nature

Debbie C. Sturm, Anne Metz, and Rebecca L. Oxford

Researchers from the University of Michigan (Konrath, O’Brien, & Hsing, 
2011) recently released the results of a study comparing levels of empathy 
among college students from each of the past four decades. The current 
generation of students, also referred to as the Millennials and Generation Me, 
scored 48% lower on empathy than students who participated in the same 
study 20 and 30 years ago. Many have speculated about the reasons for the 
decline of empathy among college age students over the past decade. De-
bates seem to suggest that a combination of technology and a culture of im-
mediate gratifi cation contribute to a lessening ability to identify with—on a 
deeper emotional level—the experience of others.

In addition, this particular generation has grown up at a time when peo-
ple generally experience less contact with nature than any previous genera-
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tion, with nearly 90% of their lives spent inside buildings (Bratman, Hamil-
ton, & Daily, 2012). Lack of time spent with nature is likely to be related to 
excessive time spent in activities such as the following: playing videogames, 
texting instead of talking, watching TV football played on fake grass under 
neon lights, and paying avid attention to virtual-reality shows rather than 
participating in real life. This does not mean that such activities are always 
or necessarily bad; it just means that they lessen the time available for inter-
acting with nature.

If we combine Internet, telephone, text messaging, and television usage, 
there has been a 350% increase in exposure to information in the past 30 
years (Bohn & Short, 2009). The percentage of time spent with technology 
has increased considerably over the past 10 years. From December 2008 to 
December 2009, social networking use rose by 82% (Whitney, 2010). The 
average American now spends 6 hours, 9 minutes, and 13 seconds on the 
online per day. U.S. college students, the focus of our chapter, engage in 
some type of media-accessing technology an estimated 9.5 hours per day 
(Harris, 2009). These powerful numbers suggest that the Millennials are 
connected, but not necessarily to one another or to the natural world.

Some links have been found between heavy Internet use and low scores 
of emotional intelligence, the ability to use verbal and nonverbal cues to 
monitor the emotional states of others (Selhub & Logan, 2012). While the 
Internet certainly provides a medium of expression and communication 
beyond what was previously possible, blogs, iPods, social media, and TiVo 
all encourage individual consumption and self-promotion that far exceeds 
what was previously possible in other generations. Technology as it is cur-
rently used encourages a self-orientation (McKenna & Seidman, 2006). 
While the argument can be made that technology serves as a way to connect 
people, technology also works as a mediator, an object facilitating the con-
versation but subtly distancing the parties, who do not connect in person. 
Technological mediation refl ects the rapidly changing way new generations 
relate to each other and to the world around them. If personal connections 
foster empathy, then technologically mediated connections may explain a 
portion of the decline of empathy among Millennials, the most technologi-
cally connected generation to date.

Richard Louv, author of Last Child in the Woods: Saving Our Children from 
Nature-Defi cit Disorder (2006) and The Nature Principle: Human Restoration and 
the End of Nature-Defi cit Disorder (2011), has become a leading voice of urgen-
cy in a movement dedicated to helping people reconnect with the natural 
world and with their sense of connectedness to a world beyond themselves. 
He addresses the growing reliance on technology and distancing that peo-
ple experience with each other and with our natural environment. He be-
lieves “the great work of the twenty-fi rst century will be to reconnect to the 
natural world as a source of meaning” (2011, p. 245). He adds, “We need a 
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new and refreshed way to describe a hybrid world in which technology and 
nature are balanced, in which we experience the deepest power of nature 
in our everyday lives” (Louv, 2011, p. 255).

We offer this chapter as a vehicle for pondering whether it is possible to 
reverse the trend of declining empathy and technologically mediated con-
nections by leaving the classroom and connecting with our natural world. 
Wilson (1984), who developed the biophilia hypothesis, believed that we, as 
human beings, “have an innate love for the natural world, universally felt by 
all, and resulting at least in part from our genetic make-up and evolution-
ary history” (Bratman et al., 2012, p. 119). Carl Jung, whose work inspired 
many to think about the journey of developing a rational, cultured mind, 
spoke with equal consistency of the natural mind and of connectedness:

At times I feel as if I am spread out over the landscape and inside things and 
am myself living in every tree, in the splashing of the waves, in the clouds and 
the animals that come and go, in the procession of the seasons. There is noth-
ing …with which I am not linked. (Jung, 1965, in Sabini, 2008, p. 14)

By helping the students in our classroom develop meaningful connec-
tions to the natural world, free from the mediator of technology, then 
perhaps together we can envision a creative and facilitative process of dis-
connecting in certain ways in order to light a fi re of reconnection on a more 
empathic level.

MILLENNIALS AND GENERATION ME

In the past decade, researchers have begun to explore the possibility of gen-
erational differences. The subfi eld generational studies has grown to the 
point where there are now data to confi rm or disconfi rm the complaints 
about “kids these days.” While there is some dissent on the matter (Howe & 
Strauss, 2000), research suggests that the most recent generation of young 
people is quite unlike previous cohorts (Konrath et al., 2011; Twenge & 
Campbell, 2009; Twenge, Konrath, Foster, Campbell, & Bushman, 2008a, 
2008b). The Millennials, or Generation Me, as they have been dubbed, re-
fers to the generation born after 1982 (Howe & Strauss, 2000). Instead of 
growing up amidst war, geopolitical instability, or internal social unrest, the 
children of the so-called Baby Boomer generation, the Millennials, spent 
their early years enjoying the economic and technological prosperity of 
the 1990s. The felicitous circumstances that characterized the Millennials’ 
youth were unprecedented. Twenge et al. (2008a) point out that changes 
in the educational curriculum might account for some of the dispositional 
differences between the generations. These educational changes include 
grade infl ation, as well as an emphasis on self-esteem and specialness. But 
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have these exceptional circumstances truly created a new breed of less em-
pathic young people?

Research suggests that the average college student now shows greater 
narcissism than his or her predecessors did in the early 1980s—a 30% 
increase in narcissistic traits between Generation X and the Millennials 
(Twenge et al., 2008a). The traits that defi ne narcissism include, fi rstly, a 
positive and infl ated view of the self with a focus on qualities such as power, 
physical attractiveness, and importance (Twenge et al., 2008a); secondly, 
social extraversion that is marked by low interest in forming emotional inti-
macies with others (Twenge et al., 2008a); and third, a range of “self-regu-
lation efforts aimed at enhancing the self,” (Twenge et al., 2008a, pg. 876), 
which can include taking credit from others, attention-seeking, or pursu-
ing high-status romantic partners or public glory (Twenge et al., 2008a). 
Twenge and Campbell (2009) call this increase in distinctive dispositional 
traits “the narcissism epidemic,” which they believe is corrosive to society. 
However, if narcissism is on the increase with the current generational col-
lege students, is it necessarily a bad thing? Narcissism is, after all, associ-
ated with social extraversion (Campbell, Rudich, & Sedikides, 2002), even 
though people high in narcissism have little interest in bonding with oth-
ers. Campbell et al. (2002) also point out that narcissism correlates with life 
satisfaction, positive, affect, good self-esteem, and extraversion. High levels 
of narcissistic traits are also linked with other agenetic traits such as power, 
importance, and an interest in taking credit for accomplishments that oth-
ers instead deserve.

While power and importance are not readily thought of as characteristics 
that defi ne wonderful friends or reliable partners, it is worth considering 
how higher rates of narcissism might infl uence the Millennials’ natural con-
nection. Twenge, Campbell, and Freeman (2012) suggest that the decline 
in wanting to protect the environment was especially steep in Millennials as 
compared to other generations. Fifteen percent of Millennials, versus 5% 
of Baby Boomers, said that they made no effort at all to help the environ-
ment. Campbell, Bush, Brunell, and Shelton (2005) argue that narcissism 
positively relates to acquisitive goals, which might provide a benefi t to the 
self, but at the cost to other individuals and the common good.

 If an increase in narcissism comes at a cost to other individuals and to 
the natural world, might this increase explain the trend toward lower empa-
thy levels among Millennials? As referenced earlier, a recent study from the 
University of Michigan suggests that current college students scored signifi -
cantly lower on empathy scales than their predecessors 20 to 30 years ago 
(Konrath et al., 2011). In this study, researchers divided empathy into two 
separate categories: perspective taking (PT) and empathic concern (EC). 
Results showed that two-thirds of recent graduates were below the PT mean, 
while full three-quarters were below the EC mean. In this study, the mean 
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scores of 72 samples were linked with the year of data collection. The mean 
for each year was weighted by the sample size that was used. Combined, Mil-
lennials exhibited a 48% decrease in empathy over the past twenty years, as 
noted earlier. A more recent study by Twenge et al. (2012) similarly reveals 
that college students showed lower levels of concern for others. Comparing 
samples from Monitoring the Future and the American Freshman Survey against 
established measures of life goals, Twenge et al. (2012) report that Millen-
nials rated extrinsic goals, such as being fi nancially well off, having admin-
istrative responsibility for others, and community leadership, as much more 
important than intrinsic goals, such as having a philosophy of life, fi nding 
purpose, and becoming involved in programs to clean up the environment.

As these studies demonstrate, evidence supports the claim that, more 
so than previous generations, Millennials fi nd it diffi cult to connect. What 
might account for these changes? At this point, causal explanations are 
largely speculative.

EMPATHY AND WHY IT MATTERS

While the jury is still out with regard to what impact declining empathy 
among this generation will ultimately have on the greater environment, 
both cultural and natural, understanding the role of empathy can help gen-
erate some wonderings. Empathy is defi ned in various ways, but most share 
a common thread: the experience of a connection with those whose lives 
are not necessarily linked to one’s own (Decety, 2006; Lamm, Batson, & 
Decety, 2007). Empathy also includes feeling what another feels (Ghaemi, 
2011). Jung (1971, in Sabini, 2008) describes empathy as a trustful readi-
ness to meet the object (the other person or group) halfway. In his book 
Good Natured: The Origins of Right and Wrong in Humans and Other Animals, 
Frans de Waal (1996) suggests that humans—and many other mammals—
tend to help others of their species in altruistic ways, which are strength-
ened by empathy (Batson, 2006).

However, if empathy is lessened, people cannot sense the feelings and 
needs of others or become indifferent to others. Seeming friendliness 
might be used as a cover for manipulation. Without suffi cient empathy, 
people sometimes project the dark contents of their own shadow side onto 
others (Jung, 1975, 1981) and learn to hate. Bullying, gang fi ghts, misog-
yny, and wars emerge out of just such a lack of empathy (Oxford, 2012).

We wonder: If students are having a more diffi cult time being able to 
emotionally connect with the lived experiences of others, what type of stew-
ards will they become within their own communities in a world with such 
complex and growing economic, environmental, and human challenges? 
Will their concern about the natural environment become more and more 
limited? Sociobiologist E.O. Wilson’s (1984) biophilia hypothesis, based on 
earlier work by psychologist Erich Fromm (1964), suggests that there is an 
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instinctive, genetic bond between humans and other living systems in na-
ture. Similarly, Calahan (1995) states that we have an inborn need for a 
rooted sense of place and for a “self-corrective interchange within the hu-
man and nonhuman life community” (p. 217). However, has this biophilic 
tendency faded or never even developed among many college students, 
who have grown up with high levels of techno-stress and who have a sense 
of entitlement and privilege? Are students so cut off from nature—so un-
empathic toward the world around them—that they fail to understand their 
own relationship to the sky, the sea, and the rest of nonhuman natural life?

CONNECTION TO THE NATURAL WORLD: 
INFLUENCES FROM THE WORLD OF PSYCHOLOGY

Empathy is an essential ingredient in the development of commitment to 
helping others, creating social justice, and understanding the experiences 
of exploitation, aggression, and oppression. When the balance between 
empathy and narcissism tips, both people and nature suffer. Selhub and 
Logan (2012) describe the present period in history as the yellow caution-
ary road sign warning us to adjust our path toward a better way of living.

In a study by Weinstein, Przlbylski, and Ryan (2009) at the University of 
Rochester, researchers sought to understand differences in extrinsic versus 
intrinsic motivation. When one group of participants were shown views of 
cities, they reported higher values for extrinsic motivators, such as money, 
fame, or fortune, and showed a lower likelihood to share resources with 
others, even those in need. Conversely, the participants who viewed nature 
scenes placed higher values on intrinsic aspirations, prosocial goals, and 
a high willingness to give to others. Similar studies were later conducted 
to examine just how much or how little nature was required to infl uence 
a similar shift in thinking. They found that differences as small as having 
potted plants in a room produced a signifi cant difference in intrinsic versus 
extrinsic aspirations (Selhub & Logan, 2012, pp. 56-57). As we examine the 
relationship between nature and empathy, keep in mind that even small 
steps or small doses matter.

In the book The Nature Principle: Human Restoration and the End of Nature-
Defi cit Disorder, Louv (2011) chronicles his own experiences, review of re-
search, and interviews with countless individuals all working to understand 
the relationship that nature has to the overall well being of individuals and 
communities. The term “nature-defi cit disorder” in Louv’s 2006 book, Last 
Child in the Woods: Saving Our Children from Nature-Defi cit Disorder, caught 
the attention of countless people and raised the question: Are today’s chil-
dren experiencing long-term negative effects by spending less time in na-
ture than did prior generations? If they are, does that then account for 
account for some of the changes we are seeing in today’s college students? 
While no formal diagnostic criteria for nature-defi cit disorder have been 
proposed, Louv’s work highlights the importance of time spent in nature. 
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Louv’s Children and Nature Network (www.childrenandnature.org, 2012) 
serves as a clearinghouse for research supporting this notion and offers 
programs aimed at fostering the connection for children and families. He, 
too, stresses the concerns over our connection to technology, referring to 
studies in “interruption science” and a new condition called “continuous 
partial attention” (p. 22). Continuous partial attention, specifi cally the in-
terruption and recovery cycle experienced with electronic interactions, is 
hypothesized to have a relationship to stress, concentration, retention of in-
formation, and creates a partial attention phenomenon in our interactions 
with others. Louv believes the best way to balance the continuous interac-
tion with electronic information is to increase the amount of natural infor-
mation through time spent in nature without technological interruptions. 
During talks with his friend Wolf Berger, Distinguished Research Professor 
at the Scripps Institution of Oceanography, Louv and Berger agreed that 
time spent in the natural world “helps us perceive connections” and “fi ne-
tune knowledge” in ways that our constant electronic connectedness does 
not (Louv, 2011, p. 25).

Kaplan (1995) shows that time spent in nature signifi cantly helps people 
recover from mental fatigue and restores attention, mental acuity, creativ-
ity, and the ability to think clearly. Participants in Kaplan’s studies also de-
scribed time spent in nature viewed as mentally and emotionally restorative. 
Louv (2011) discusses the work of psychotherapist Patricia Hasbach, who 
teaches ecotherapy at Lewis and Clark College in Portland. Infl uenced by 
the intrapsychic work of Freud, she helps individuals and families connect 
with the “greater than human” world (Louv, 2011, p. 67) and often takes 
her clients outside or explores early recollections of time spent in nature. 
This helps people connect with what she calls a “deeper place of knowing” 
or the biophilic connection to nature (Louv, 2011, p. 69). Emerging re-
search continues to support the notion that exposure to or interaction with 
nature enhances creativity and vitality (Ryan, Weinstein, Bernstein, Brown, 
Mistretta, & Gagne, 2010), attention and focus (Wells, 2000; O’Brien, 2009; 
Waller, 2007), and an overall sense of well being (Wells & Evans, 2003). 
Nisbet, Zelenski, and Murphy (2010) report that a heightened sense of con-
nectedness to nature is also associated with autonomy, personal growth, 
purpose in life, positive affect, and life satisfaction. Additional studies indi-
cate that connection to the natural world reduces symptoms of ADHD (Kuo 
& Taylor, 2004), depression, and anxiety and may even enhance empathy 
(Geller, 1995; Schultz, 2000). In fact, nature has such a powerful impact on 
physical and mental health that more and more counseling professionals, 
psychologists, and even medical providers are incorporating prescriptions 
for “Vitamin N” into their work with clients and patients (Louv, 2011).

“When given the chance, children naturally form relationships with ani-
mals, experiences that enhance the development of selfhood, empathy, af-
fi liations, and morality with respect to both animals and humans” (Plotkin, 
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2007, p. 125). While this is based on a premise that the child is living in 
relatively healthy conditions developmentally, Plotkin does suggest the out-
side is one of the best places to learn to care for others (plants, animals, 
places), which may translate to a greater tendency to care for others as they 
grow and develop toward adulthood. When that is interrupted instead by 
a greater abundance of time in technologically mediated relationships, as 
seems to be happening with greater frequency and intensity, the natural 
experiences of caring and connecting may become compromised.

In exploring the relationship between nature and type of values, Dutch-
er, Finley, Luloff, and Johnson (2007), offer two dimensions of values to 
consider. Values such as feeling unity with nature, accepting others as 
equals, and being concerned with the welfare of others can be described as 
self-transcendent values, while values that emphasize pursuit of one’s own 
relative success and dominance over others and the environment are self-
enhancement values. We wonder if time spent in nature might foster self-
transcendent values.

In their development of a formal Nature Relatedness Scale, Nisbet, Zel-
enski, and Murphy (2008) hypothesize that individuals with higher related-
ness to nature would be drawn to animals and to other people and would 
feel more strongly compelled to protect them than individuals who were 
less connected to nature. This, of course, is related to the biophilia con-
cepts discussed earlier. The branch of psychology linking these concepts 
together, ecopsychology, not only posits that our connection to the natural 
world increases our sense of connection to other living things and systems, 
but also that a lack of connection to the natural world brings negative con-
sequences to emotional and psychological well-being (Feral, 1998; Kellert, 
1997). As their work toward measuring and empirically understanding this 
connection continues, Nisbet et al. (2010) give evidence that nature con-
nectedness is consistently associated with autonomy, personal growth, pur-
pose in life, and positive affect and offer two interesting thoughts that may 
inspire educators to consider fostering this connection. First, if people fully 
understand their connection to nature, they may develop more empathy 
for all living creatures and the planet (Feral, 1998; Nisbet et al., 2010). 
Second, we may fi nd that in our pursuit of understanding and healing the 
planet, we in fact understand and improve our own physical and mental 
health and sense of purpose in life (Nisbet et al., 2010).

EXAMPLES OF CREATING NATURE 
CONNECTIONS IN THE COLLEGE CURRICULUM

Encounters with nature in both its beauty and its agony help individuals 
recognize that by caring about the environment, they simultaneously heal 
other people, communities, and themselves (Armstrong, 1995; McLaugh-
lin, 1995; Roszak, Gomes, & Kanner, 1995; Shapiro, 1995). “Our feelings 
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of social and planetary distress serve as a doorway to systematic social con-
sciousness” (Macy, 1995, p. 258). The focus on the nature linkage can edu-
cate college students for empathy, imagination, reason, compassion, and 
morality (Gallo, 1989; Hauser, 2006) and can thus strengthen “the better 
angels of our nature,” as President Lincoln put it (Paludan, 1994). Through 
creative and intentional college curriculum design, students can learn to 
witness natural beauty and experience deep nonverbal communication 
with and reverence for nature (Abram, 1988, 1996). Such a curriculum 
helps college students “return to their senses,” to paraphrase Abram (1996, 
p. 64). As students begin to make the connection between time spent in 
nature and greater empathy toward nature and other living beings, they de-
velop an ecological identity or ecological self (Naess, 1973). This ecological self 
includes an understanding of the connectedness between the earth and the 
students themselves, “a deep-seated respect, or even veneration, for ways 
and forms of life” (Naess, 1973, p. 95). This affective, cognitive, and ex-
periential connection—defi ned as nature relatedness—can be developed to 
a point where damage to the planet or to other living creatures is seen as 
personal to the students.

Fostering college students’ ecological identity or nature relatedness is 
a process that involves both smaller-scale, course-specifi c assignments and 
opportunities for larger institutional engagement with nature. An example 
of the latter is Miami-Dade College’s Transcendal/Transpersonal Project 
(TTP), described by Castillo and Guntin (2012). The TTP is designed to 
help students learn to minimize the disconnection between themselves and 
the natural world. TTP’s foundation includes Thoreau’s and Fuller’s tran-
scendentalism and Maslow’s transpersonal psychology. “TTP utilizes the 
classroom, the college, and the community as resources that enable us to 
open up the conversation about environmental ethics, sustainability and 
the role of the citizen” (Castillo & Guntin, p. 10).

For the TTP, the classroom is the site of discussions about nineteenth-
century social reform and the transcendentalist ideas of Thoreau and in his 
refl ections on life on Walden Pond, where he attempted to overcome the 
obstacles of materialistic society, cultivate his spiritual side, and deepen his 
understanding of nature and the universe. His words ring with an awestruck 
empathy: “And we are enabled to apprehend at all what is sublime and no-
ble only by the perpetual instilling and drenching of the reality which sur-
rounds us [in nature]” (Thoreau, 1854/2009c, para. 21). Maslow’s (2011) 
transpersonal psychology is another intellectual strand of the TTP. Maslow 
writes about a new psychology of health and growth, the “cognition of be-
ing” in peak experiences, the need for creativity, and humans’ ability to 
attain transcendence and self-actualization.

Outside of the classroom, the Miami-Dade students experience nature 
through full-scale immersions. They kayak in the mangrove preserves at 
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Oleta State River Park and in Florida Bay, where they see dolphins and na-
tive birds. In addition, the students work closely with the college’s Environ-
mental Center and with naturalist Jake Tucker, and they learn about pine 
rocklands, hammocks, organic gardening, native plantings, and the threat 
of invasive exotics.

Evaluation of the TTP is currently underway. Initial results show “a trend 
toward well-being for students who maintain a connection with the natural 
environment. . . . Our goal is to transcend the classroom to fulfi ll human 
needs and provide an environment where our students can develop their 
potential” (Castillo & Guntin, 2012, p. 13). While fulfi lling this goal, the 
TTP also gives students a much greater understanding of their role in na-
ture and the needs of other human beings.

At James Madison University, Arboretum Collaborative (AC) grants are 
offered to faculty who are willing to create course redesigns infusing con-
nections to the natural world, environmental stewardship, and sustainabil-
ity. The grants are intended for faculty who teach courses that normally 
would not address any of these topics. Faculty participate in a semester-long 
series of workshops and collaborative training sessions to broaden their 
own awareness, expand their pedagogical creativity and intentionality, and 
meaningfully anchor these concepts to the courses they have selected. Fac-
ulty participants have come from math, statistics, French literature, sociolo-
gy, counseling, research and assessment, communication, art, and music. A 
signifi cant benefi t of programs such as the Arboretum Collaborative is the 
support offered to faculty who want to create opportunities for discussions 
and experiences concerning the natural connection but who require the 
resources and interaction to execute their plans in a way that is ultimately 
meaningful to the students. An example of AC-supported faculty course 
redesign at James Madison University is a graduate level counseling course 
on Assessment and Evaluation in which students fi rst explore their personal 
connection to the natural world through a series of place-based exercises. 
Students later visit specifi c schools and community counseling agencies to 
identify ways in which they can implement programs partnering nature and 
mental health issues. In another AC-supported course, French literature 
students explore the ways in which French writers have described land-
scapes and the natural environment and connect these ways to their own 
experience of using words to describe their own local landscapes. Addi-
tionally, with AC support several Communication Studies faculty members 
have developed nature themes for their General Communication courses, 
in which students explore environmental issues relevant to their commu-
nity and create a persuasive speech and an advocacy framework to address 
the issue. Although the Arboretum Collaborative is limited to faculty within 
James Madison University, it certainly can serve as a model for the creative 
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incorporation of connection to the natural world within both undergradu-
ate and graduate curricula.

Several books (Orr, 2004; Oxford & Lin, 2011; Timpsen, Dunbar, Kim-
mell, Bruyere, Newman, & Mizia, 2006) and an emerging bank of research 
(Kolb, 1984; Skinner, 2012; Tal & Morag, 2009; Wells & Zeece, 2007) have 
surfaced to help faculty members begin to bridge their desire to incorpo-
rate nature-based experiences with the practical delivery of these experi-
ences in their curriculum. Beginning ideas often include fi eld trips, time 
spent in nature, and sense-of-place assignments, followed by journaling or 
refl ection activities for students. Journaling in the academic setting has 
shown to be useful on a number of levels. Through this process, students 
construct personal meaning from the course content and materials, con-
nect course experiences and discussions to everyday life, allow more time to 
pay attention to and process details, wonder about meaningful questions, 
and explore answers in their own way (Arnold, 2012). At the University of 
Indiana, Arnold connects introductory environmental studies students to 
nature through on-line journaling. She realizes that many of her students 
are uncomfortable in unstructured natural experiences, so she creates a 
bridge for them to process natural-world experiences within their digital-
world comfort zone. While simply journaling about nature does not seem 
to increase students’ sense of connection to nature or to others, Arnold 
believes that purposefully weaving natural experiences or observations with 
the course material and then allowing students to process their refl ections 
as a group would result in greater group cohesion and an appreciation for 
the broader experiences of the group.

Banning, Clemons, McKelfresh, and Gibbs (2010) discuss working to un-
derstand college students’ experiences with special places and restorative 
places. While researchers have often examined students’ sense of place, or 
their emotional attachment to particularly geographical or physical spaces, 
to enhance campus living (Reeve & Kassabaum, 1997), educators are be-
ginning to examine the role sense of place has for students with regard to 
how such places provide comfort, retreat, community, or restoration. These 
restorative places, according to Kaplan, Kaplan, and Ryan (1998) may share 
any of the following elements: (a) a feeling of being away from the source 
of stress or fatigue; (b) a place that is different or whole; (c) a place that 
allows for thinking, wondering, fi guring things out; and (d) a place that is 
a good fi t for the students’ needs at that moment. College educators have a 
unique ability in their courses to help students become curious about and 
cultivate their sense of place, whether on the campus, in the community, or 
in the accessible region. These teachers can enable students to fi nd or cre-
ate a restorative space. College students, who are continually bombarded 
by social media, surrounded by technology and commercialism, and con-
cerned about a jobless economy, and who might have experienced threats 
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from bullying while in school, desperately need restoratives spaces. One 
such space might be a tranquil Japanese garden. David Anderson says, “The 
garden slows you down so you look around. There are many small scenes, 
like a stone lantern or a water basin. It just takes you away” (in Koziol, 2012, 
p. H4). Stephen Mansfi eld (2011), author of Japan’s Master Gardens: Lessons 
in Space and Environment, states that “one of the functions of gardens in 
general is to bring us into alignment with nature and our inner selves” (in 
Koziol, p. H4). College students can design their own Japanese garden or 
create some other completely restful, restorative space. Faculty members, 
while becoming empathic toward students’ stressors and the pressures of 
college life, can build mechanisms in their courses to help alleviate those 
diffi culties and to help students revive themselves. College teachers can be-
come role models and inspirations for the empathy that students can devel-
op when feeling more refreshed and more deeply connected with nature.

Of course, we recognize that barriers exist for many college educators 
when it comes to infusing a connection to the natural world into current 
curricular practices. One of the signifi cant barriers is faculty concern about 
what students will think if faced with an invitation to become more linked 
with nature. Some faculty might fear indifference; other faculty members 
might fear overt student resistance. Nevertheless, faculty fears can be dis-
pelled by experience. College educators can consider gradually stepping 
into the experience by introducing concepts of the natural world within the 
classroom, cultivating curiosity, and helping students to become eager and 
ready to venture outside their comfort zone. College students and teachers 
might also become increasingly passionate about nature as they read the 
book Thinking Like a Mountain: Towards a Council of All Beings (Seed, Macy, 
Fleming, & Naess, 2007). Reading parts of this book aloud can awaken a 
long-lost understanding of humans’ place in nature. Pairing this with famil-
iar pedagogical practices such as think-pair-shares, journals, or one-minute 
refl ections may lay a foundation of trust, safety, and readiness.

Finally, educators can derive inspiration from the “Slow Teaching” move-
ment (Bauerlein, 2008). Scholars who believe in the slow teaching method 
are interested in an intentional development of meaningful, long focus, 
and deep engagement in a topic. They do not approach technology as a 
negative, but instead are committed to disconnect in order to connect 
more deeply. According to Bauerlein (2008, B&), “students need to de-
celerate, and they can’t do it by themselves, especially if every inch of the 
campus is on the grid.”

IMPLICATIONS FOR BROADER UNIVERSITY CURRICULUM

One hope through this chapter of wonderings is that educators will feel in-
spired to join what Arne Naess (1973), called the “deep long-range ecology 
movement” (p. 95). In this movement, students become intuitively aware of 
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an “equal right to live and bloom” and through interaction with the natural 
world embrace the “deep pleasure and satisfaction we receive from close 
partnership with other forms of life” (p. 97). Ecologically inspired attitudes 
translate into a stronger sense of respect for diversity within the lives of 
other people, cultures, beliefs, struggles, and triumphs. This evolving sense 
of connection refl ects a sense of empathy in which feelings about others are 
intertwined with an altruistic sense of duty toward others. As Dutcher et al. 
(2007) further suggest:

Nature as a part of community can be understood intuitively... connectivity 
with nature means experiencing nature as a part of community and not just 
as the raw material for society. Community and connectivity involve a sense of 
belonging and that sense of belonging includes not only each other but also 
some sense of place, one that exists on a human time scale. (p. 480)

For a nature-deprived generation of college students, merely giving time 
in nature without any structure or refl ection is unlikely to foster the de-
velopment of empathy toward nature or toward other people. However, 
we intuitively recognize and know from personal experience that guided 
time can move college students feel more compassion for and involvement 
with nature. Such guided time must be spent connected to something that 
engages awe, reminds students of the larger system to which we all belong, 
removes technological mediators, and embodies connectedness naturally.

We also believe that students’ growing empathy toward nature can spill 
over to empathy with other human beings, particularly if college educa-
tors help students make the necessary linkages. College educators across 
disciplines can consider the following connection-creating ideas, which are 
based on Brantmeier’s (2010) recommendations on how to infuse practice 
with vision:

• Be mindful of Hanvey’s perspective consciousness (Burnouf, 2004) by 
creating awareness-raising opportunities in which students develop 
an appreciation of fundamental differences in individuals, groups, 
species, and ecosystems.

• Provide opportunities, in the context of a supportive, open environ-
ment that accepts diverse viewpoints, for students to develop state-of-
the-planet awareness, beginning with the space they inhabit and the 
living beings within.

• Help students recognize, though direct and refl ective experiences 
pertaining to survival, sustainability, creativity, and innovation, that 
diversity, including environmental diversity, is benefi cial.

• Foster an awareness of the deep connection of all life—human and 
nonhuman—and the reciprocal relationships shared.
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• Create space an opportunity for students to genuinely wonder and 
debate issues that raise awareness of human choices and designing 
assignments that allow them to see, touch, and feel fi rst hand the 
impact of those choices.

The shift in thinking born from these experiences is one step toward the 
cultivation of a true ecological self, a self that clearly recognizes the inter-
connectedness of all things and the fertile ground from which empathy 
grows.

Arming himself with a discipline
Seeing everything with an equal eye,
He sees the self in all creatures,
And all creatures in the self. (Miller, 1986, p. 67, Verse 29)
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CHAPTER 15

GROUND TRUTH
Investigations of Earth Simultaneously Spiritual 

and Scientifi c

Jill S. Schneiderman

CRITICAL NEEDS FOR THE 21ST CENTURY

Among my favorite cartoons is one my mom gave me by cartoonist and 
author of The Soul Support Book, Deb Koffman (2003). Entitled “Sitting with 
Awareness,” in each of sixteen small square frames Koffman depicts a per-
son sitting in lotus position wearing, what we call in my house “at-homes,” 
in other words sweatpants. Phrases beneath each frame taken together con-
stitute the following poem:

I’m aware of my posture, I’m aware of my knees, I’m aware of my hands, I’m 
aware of a breeze.
I’m aware of my breath, I’m aware I feel cold, I’ve got a pain in my side, I’m 
getting old.
The clock is ticking, my eye has a twitch, my stomach is grumbling, my back 
has an itch.
My foot fell asleep, my pants are too tight, someone is coughing, am I doing 
this right?
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I relate to this poem. For, as I pursue my work as a geoscientist-educator 
at a liberal arts college, reading, teaching, and striving at the intersections 
of earth science, gender studies, environmental studies, and history of sci-
ence, I often wonder, “Am I doing this right?”

My professional community offers guidance. For example, the American 
Geosciences Institute (AGI), a nonprofi t federation of geo-scientifi c and 
professional associations that represents more than 250,000 earth scientists, 
recently released a report “Critical Needs for the 21st Century: the Role of 
Geosciences” (AGI, 2012). The paper identifi es eight critical needs that I’m 
sure apply to me as an educator and Earthling:

1. Ensure reliable energy supplies in an increasingly carbon-con-
strained world;

2. Provide suffi cient supplies of water;
3. Sustain oceans, atmosphere, and space resources;
4. Manage waste to maintain a healthy environment;
5. Mitigate risk and build resilience from natural and human-made 

hazards;
6. Improve and build needed infrastructure that couples with and 

uses Earth resources while integrating new technologies;
7. Ensure reliable supplies of raw materials;
8. Inform the public and train the geosciences workforce to under-

stand Earth processes and address these critical needs.

An email from the International Union of Geological Sciences called my 
attention to this document asserting its importance to sustainability issues 
worldwide. I see the virtue in all these points and am glad to see them made 
widely, but in my opinion the list misses other really critical needs that geo-
scientists need to help this global society to meet.

Lately I’ve been reading essays and books by Thomas Berry (1914–2009), 
a leading scholar, cultural historian, and Catholic priest who spent fi fty years 
writing about our relationship with the Earth. Having established the Histo-
ry of Religions program at Fordham University Berry published numerous 
prophetic books including The Dream of the Earth, The Great Work, and most 
recently The Sacred Universe: Earth, Spirituality, and Religion in the Twenty-First 
Century. Berry’s infl uence, refl ected in the language below, prompts me to 
extend the “critical needs” list as follows:

9. Tell a scientifi c story of the universe that has a mythic, narrative 
dimension that elevates the story from a prosaic study of data to an 
inspiring spiritual vision;

10. Articulate our dream of the future Ecozoic era, defi ned as that 
time when humans will be present to the Earth in a mutually en-
hancing manner;
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11. Circumvent the problem of anthropocentrism that is at the center 
of the devastation we are experiencing;

12. Allow acknowledgment that currently, human beings are a devas-
tating presence on the planet; supposedly acting for our own ben-
efi t, truthfully we are ruining the conditions for our health and 
survival as well as that of other living beings;

13. Promote hope through contemplation of how tragic moments of 
disintegration over the past centuries were followed by hugely cre-
ative moments of regeneration;

14. Recover the capacity for subjective communion with the Earth and 
identifi cation with the cosmic-Earth-human process as a new mode 
of interdependence;

15. Nourish awareness for a vision of Earth-human development that 
will allow a sustainable dynamic of the modern world;

16. Foster development of intimacy with the natural world.

I understand that doubling the list in this manner means occupying a 
bridge between science and spirituality. But reading Berry fuels my convic-
tion that we must do so. Berry wrote:

Our new acquaintance with the universe as an irreversible developmental 
process can be considered the most signifi cant religious, spiritual, and sci-
entifi c event since the emergence of the more complex civilizations some 
fi ve thousand years ago.... if interpreted properly, the scientifi c venture could 
even be one of the most signifi cant spiritual disciplines of these times. This 
task is particularly urgent, since our new mode of understanding is so power-
ful in its consequences for the very structure of the planet Earth. We must 
respond to its deepest spiritual content or else submit to the devastation that 
is before us. (Berry, 2009, pp. 119–120)

Berry’s “irreversible developmental process” is the Earth’s four and a 
half billion year evolution on which we have imposed biogeochemical 
changes that have modifi ed the planet’s geological functioning and struc-
ture. I agree with Berry when he states that our perturbations to Earth’s 
interacting systems (geo-, bio-, atmos-, and hydro-systems) devastates the 
planet, shuts down life systems and severs our connections with the divine. 
But Berry insists that scientifi c endeavors that have been in process in the 
last two hundred years represent a powerful way to understand natural phe-
nomena such as the formation of minerals. The notion that my geology 
may be at once both scientifi c and spiritual seems to me key.

Telling stories about the Earth that have mythic, narrative dimensions 
(point 9 above) are one way of engaging science as a spiritual discipline and 
thus, as the title of this book proclaims, a way of encouraging embodied 
pathways to wisdom and social transformation. Twenty-fi rst century work of 
colleagues in mineral sciences provides an example of what such science 
might look like. In 2008 geoscientist Robert Hazen (2008) with collaborat-
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ing colleagues proposed a radical revision to the way we think about min-
erals. Their work exemplifi es the possibility of telling a rigorous scientifi c 
story that morphs the ahistorical study of mineralogical data into a spiritual 
and historical vision of a whole.

In the past, mineralogy was the study of the formation of minerals viewed 
as unlinked to the twists and turns of history. In this view, the quartz of today 
is the quartz of yesteryear, static and relatively unaffected by the moment in 
time when the mineral grew. But Hazen and his colleagues suggested that 
minerals have evolved over time along with the earth. Why? As we know 
from studying meteorites, only about sixty different minerals existed in the 
materials that came together to form planets and asteroids in Earth’s solar 
system. Hazen’s group pointed out that today we count more than four 
thousand minerals on earth. Through processes such as the formation of 
oceanic and continental crust, melting, and volcanism, mineral diversity 
has increased over geological time.

At fi rst, the notion that minerals have evolved in concert with life seems 
surprising. Since nearly 100 elements make up the periodic table one might 
think that an almost infi nite number of crystalline compounds might form 
from the get-go. But different minerals develop only under very particular 
conditions of pressure, temperature, and concentrations of specifi c ele-
ments. In Hazen’s scientifi c narrative, after initial accretion, the numerical-
ly small array of Earth’s minerals were affected by rapidly changing internal 
temperatures and pressures and external fl uctuations in the chemistry of 
surface waters and atmospheric gases. Thus according to these researchers, 
the fi rst minerals combined to birth new mineral species.

Then when life originated on the planet, even more possibilities arose for 
the evolution of new mineral species because even the simplest organisms-
colonies of microbes-metabolized minerals. As life evolved, organisms direct-
ly made minerals that serve good purposes like shells, bones, and teeth. And 
by the time that photosynthesizing plants caused the atmosphere to have an 
overabundance of oxygen, indirectly they were responsible for the formation 
of a multitude of new oxide minerals at the surface of the earth. If Hazen 
and others are right, then minerals have evolved along a linear arrow of time; 
there is no going back to bygone Eons of a limited number of mineral types.

Understanding the diversity of mineral species as a process of irrevers-
ible evolution in the manner of organisms is a radical retelling of an old 
story. It is exactly the type of story that Berry sees as accurately refl ecting 
the reality of a living Earth:

So too Earth comes into being. Not, however, with an identifi able genetic cod-
ing guiding Earth through its stages of development to its maturity nor through 
birth from a prior Earth…. Earth cannot reproduce itself. Yet notwithstanding, 
there are similarities that justify the use of the term “living” to describe Earth in 
its integral functioning especially in its capacity for inner self- adjustment to the 
diversity of external conditions to which it is subject. This “feedback” process 
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is so remarkable that, along with the capacity of the planet to bring forth such 
an abundance of life forms, Earth can be described not simply as living but as 
living in a supereminent manner.1 (Berry, 2009, p. 111)

Among the eight points I’ve added to AGI’s list is the critical need to 
nourish awareness of a vision of Earth-human development that will allow a 
sustainable dynamic of the modern world. I would argue that Hazen’s stir-
ring story does just that by feeding a vision of a planet and its living beings 
that have in common the process of evolution. Though I won’t here discuss 
each of my additional “critical needs” explicitly, I believe they speak directly 
to Berry’s claim that, if we are to avoid submission to the devastation that 
confronts us in this millennium science must be also a spiritual discipline.

NOURISHING SCIENCE

But how does a science educator engage the spiritual content of Earth’s evo-
lution so essential to the beginning of what Berry has termed the Ecozoic 
Era? I believe that scientists must expand our teaching of the natural world 
from empirical inquiry to revelatory experience. For me, tools of scientifi c in-
vestigation such as microscopes and telescopes combined with contemplative 
practices will be the “instruments of intimacy” (Berry, 2000, pp. 1301–1308) 
that will help to reorient the human community; we must move from a posi-
tion of extreme disconnection between the human and nonhuman toward a 
greater awareness of the single integral community of the planet Earth.

In the hope of fostering such awareness and following Thomas Berry’s vi-
sion, as a geologist who has read and published widely at the intersections of 
earth science, gender studies, history of science, and environmental studies, 
I have moved substantially in my teaching practice toward incorporating con-
templative approaches that hook students to both the science and spirituality 
of geology. My students have responded positively to this path and I have 
found it both educational and restorative in a range of courses. My work has 
been facilitated by a Contemplative Practice Fellowship from the Center for 
Contemplative Mind in Society, the Carolyn Grant Endowment for Embod-
ied Learning at Vassar College, and the Institute for Jewish Spirituality.

As a geoscientist I think about the interacting parts of the whole sys-
tem that makes up Earth—geosphere, hydrosphere, atmosphere, and bio-
sphere. Yet regardless the amount of showing and telling I try to do to en-
hance understanding of the Earth System, I fi nd myself still living in a world 
in which people are not collectively empowered to act with greater capaci-
ties for compassion, responsibility, and peace. My training as a scientist and 
my contemplative practice enable me to know in my core that the scientifi c 

1 I am grateful to Dr. Jing Lin, professor of international education policy at University of 
Maryland, College Park, for pointing out to me that Berry’s comment corresponds with what 
Laozi says about Dao—forever creating and bringing forth life forms. In this framework, 
Earth represents Dao.
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concepts and theories should connect us with mysteries of the universe. In-
sight into earth processes should not only grow knowledge, such awareness 
should sow admiration and awe. My intention as a geoscience educator is to 
embrace the whole system that makes up a living being—the mind-body—
in order to actualize Berry’s vision of connection that should enable human 
beings to become “present to the Earth in a mutually enhancing manner” 
(Berry, 2000, pp. 1329–1335).

In 1963, while he was president of the Southern Christian Leadership 
Conference (SCLC) and confi ned in the Birmingham City Jail, Martin Lu-
ther King, Jr. wrote a response to a published statement by eight Alabama 
clergymen; King’s colleagues had called his activities—coming to Birming-
ham at the request of an Alabama branch of the SCLC to participate in 
non-violent, direct action—“unwise and untimely.” King wrote:

But though I was initially disappointed at being categorized as an extremist, 
as I continued to think about the matter I gradually gained a measure of 
satisfaction from the label….The question is not whether we will be extrem-
ists, but what kind of extremists we will be. Will we be extremists for hate or 
for love? Will we be extremists for the preservation of injustice or for the 
extension of justice?....Perhaps…the nation and the world are in dire need of 
creative extremists. (King, 1963.)

As a contemplative geoscientist engaged in college-level teaching while liv-
ing in the Anthropocene—the unoffi cial addition to the geologic time scale, 
a new Period name that recognizes the profound effect of human beings on 
the planet—I often feel a bit like calling myself a “creative extremist.” Wheth-
er the Anthropocene belongs as the last period of the Cenozoic or the fi rst 
period of the Ecozoic remains to be seen—its place in the scheme of geologic 
time will only become clear in the light of the magnitude of species extinc-
tions to come. But I think it’s not too far a stretch to think that the Earth and 
all the beings living here might benefi t from creative extremism as a skillful 
human response to life on planet Earth in this moment.

THIS GEOLOGIAN’S PEDAGOGY FOR TERRESTRIANS2

Among the elements of such creative extremism in earth science education 
is the need to impart to my students a fresh experience of the Earth. Arthur 
Zajonc, physicist and president of the Mind and Life Institute, helped me see 
that in striving to impart a fresh experience of the Earth I need to connect 
students with what he has called the contemplative heart of one’s discipline. 
Ask geologists what they would consider to be at the heart of our earth sci-
ence; I bet consensus would quickly settle around the idea of geologic time.

2 I adopt here the terminology of Jesuit paleontologist Teilhard de Chardin who considering 
himself a person of the planet (as described in a footnote to his book Human Energy, 1972) 
referred to himself and all other inhabitants of Earth as “terrestrians.” Catholic scholar 
Thomas Berry built on Teilhard’s ideas and coined the moniker “geologian.” I relate to both.
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In this depiction of geologic time (Figure 15.1), periods in earth history 
and absolute age dates correspond to the major transitions from periods 
of time designated as Precambrian to Paleozoic to Mesozoic to Cenozoic. 
Yet this depiction skews human perception of the vast duration of geologic 
time. In fact, the three familiar eras of the Paleozoic, Mesozoic, and Ceno-
zoic constitute only 13% of Earth’s history. That the earth is 4.57 billion 
years old and has a miniscule history of multicellular life with hard skeletal 
parts is challenging to conceive and yet indeed is the awe-inspiring contem-
plative heart of the science.

One exercise I use to help students connect with such deep time that 
is in my view the contemplative heart of earth science, is a body awareness 
scan as shown in Figure 15.2. Points along the length of the human body 
are taken to represent moments in time during the evolution of the Earth 
and all its beings.

If one scans the body from bottom to top, only at the scalp does one 
meet the moment of evolution of human beings. In my experience, this em-
bodied approach to geologic time addresses the critical need to circumvent 
the problem of anthropocentrism at the center of devastation to the planet. 
According to my students, it fosters corporeal understanding of deep time 
and promotes a sense of continuity with the Earth System.3

3 Although I did not intend for this portrait to mean specifi cally that human beings are moving 
into the brain/spirit age, it certainly could be taken to mean that, especially for students 
of Teilhard de Chardin who believed that as the “Noosphere” (defi ned by him as a sphere 

FIGURE 15.1. Geologic Time Scale
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FIGURE 15.2. Body Awareness Scan

As part of my dedication to transforming higher education by attending 
to mind-body-heart wisdom in the interest of helping to grow a global com-
munity with an acute awareness of connectedness, I have found especially 
helpful the Tree of Contemplative Practices published by the Center for 
Contemplative Mind in Society (2012). I think of the roots of this tree, com-
munion/connection and awareness as Berry’s spiritual science. Branches of 
the tree are contemplative practices that feed these roots.

In particular, I have used stillness practices, movement practices, and 
creation process practices to teach the properties of minerals, sedimentary 
rock structures and landscape evolution, the igneous portion of the rock 
cycle, and chemical and mechanical weathering to students in introductory 
level physical geology courses (Figure 15.3).

In an introductory geology class that aims to teach the physical proper-
ties of minerals, teachers typically tell students what to look for. We direct 
them specifi cally to observe certain properties of minerals as distinctive of 
different mineral types for hardness, luster, specifi c gravity (mass per vol-
ume in comparison to an equal volume of water), and cleavage (patterns of 
breakage) together other properties constitute a constellation of physical 
features that uniquely characterize each mineral species. Usually students 
complete a data sheet for each unknown mineral in a laboratory session by 

of energy or consciousness) evolves, humankind will approach an “omega point” where 
embodiment will no longer be a requisite for consciousness.
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comparing the unknown with previously identifi ed mineral samples. As an 
alternative to this usually uninspiring exercise, I use a twig on the branch of 
stillness practices that chemist Michelle Francl calls “contemplative seeing” 
though I do not articulate the activity as a contemplative mode of investiga-
tion. Rather we undertake the exercise at fi rst as one of slow observation.

Available on a table in the classroom, I provide roughly thirty specimens 
representing only fi ve different mineral species. I invite students to take 
their time examining, looking, really seeing what is before them. I tell them 
that there are many different observations they could make and that I don’t 
want to take the fun out of mineralogy by telling them what to look for. 
Their task is to arrange samples into groups that are the same type of min-
eral. In doing this they begin to determine the general properties of all min-
erals and they learn that some properties are more useful than others for 
determining the identity of any one sample. Fluorite, quartz, calcite, halite, 
and gypsum are common rock forming minerals at the Earth’s surface that 
are part of the mineralogical alphabet for any beginning geology student. 
Novices are tempted to use color as a property by which to sort out these 
fi ve different species. But color is exquisitely unreliable as an identifying 
characteristic. Gem shop devotees know that these mineral species come in 
a dazzling array of colors, hues, and degrees of transparency. With little if 
any discussion, students eventually discern that in order to place minerals 
correctly in a specifi c structural-chemical group, they must rely heavily on 
the number and orientation of cleavage planes. Contemporaneously, stu-
dents come to comprehend that learning to see with clarity helps with their 
ability to think clearly. And they have the opportunity to connect physically 
with magnifi cent manifestations of the Earth’s chemico-structural diversity.

Similarly, sedimentary rock structures and landscape evolution are typi-
cally taught in the following manner. Students are given a road log of a fi eld 
trip and driven from one numbered geological stop to the next. They dis-
embark from a van, read or are told what physical features they should be 
able to see at the rock outcrop, spend some time examining the exposure, 
return to the van and drive to the next locality. Depending on the time 
of day and degree of motivation, I usually observe through the rearview 
mirror students snoozing, listening to iPods, or chatting with a classmate 
usually about something other than their geological observations. For ex-
ample, prior to committing myself to nondual mind-body-heart practices 
in higher education, I directed fi eld experiences by providing information 
and accepted scientifi c explanation such as the following:

Stop 1A. Protoliths at Johnson Iorio Memorial Park.
This stop is approximately 0.5 miles north of the Mid-Hudson bridge on the 
west side of the river. From Route 9W turn east on Haviland Rd (you will 
see signs for pedestrian access to the bridge). The park entrance is 0.9 miles 
from Route 9W and the Haviland turnoff. The park has two picnic benches 
and a nice view of the Hudson. Both in the park and around the corner in 



  Ground Truth • 259

the approach to the Mid-Hudson Bridge are spectacular outcrops of Austin 
Glen sedimentary rocks. These outcrops are good examples of interbedded 
sandstone, siltstone, and shale deposited during transgressions and regres-
sions of seawater.

An alternative contemplative approach to learning about sedimentary 
structures and landscape evolution comes from the movement practices 
branch of the Tree of Contemplative Practices. I transport the students to 
one location where they can walk in silence and practice mental noting in 
order to make fi eld observations. In some ways, fi eld observations are the 
bare bones of geology. But all too often geoscience educators, myself in-
cluded, take students to outcrops and tell them what they should see rather 
than allow them the opportunity to discover what they perceive indepen-
dently. At the Walkway Over the Hudson, the old but rejuvenated Pough-
keepsie-Highland railroad bridge, pedestrians can stroll one and a quarter 
miles, 212 feet above the Hudson River and experience as if with a bird’s 
eye the millions of years of Earth history exposed across the river valley.

There I instruct my students to walk westward in silence the full length 
of the bridge, to follow their curiosity, notice something geological and try 
to stay with the phenomenon or object that they are inclined to see and 
understand. On the eastward return I invite students to break the silence 
by pointing out and interpreting the features they noted on the westward 
crossing. On this fi eld trip, I know what the students might observe and there 
is nothing that they absolutely should see. Since the landscape changes from 
season to season, year after year, I am sometimes surprised by the sites and 
phenomena that I may no longer notice, that the students reawaken me to 
with their geological beginner’s heart-mind.

Rocks along both banks of the Hudson River record a long and complex 
geologic history. On this land, human history has played out. The names 
Alexander Hamilton, Aaron Burr, George Washington, Benedict Arnold, 
Billy the Kid, Thomas Cole, Frederic Church, Edna St. Vincent Millay, and 
Pete Seeger conjure up the region’s rich historic past. But the geologic 
drama occurred in prolonged pulses of activity during the Paleozoic, Me-
sozoic, and Cenozoic eras. Though remarkable in the geologic scheme of 
things—uplift of Himalayan-sized mountains, spreading of inland seas of 
which there are no comparisons today save perhaps Canada’s Hudson’s Bay, 
tearing of continental crust, and burial by mile-thick ice—the record of 
these events comes from subtle clues in the landscape noticed only by an 
attentive disposition.

On this and other regional silent walks students may visually latch on 
to layers of brown-weathering limestone whose existence records the pres-
ence of a shallow sea that covered the area 500 million years ago. To this 
day these carbonate strata supply New York’s building industry with crushed 
stone, weighting down barges that tug boats nudge downriver. They may no-
tice shale in massive gray layers of varying thickness interbedded with the 
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limestone—shale, another marine sediment akin to the material deposited in 
shallow offshore seeways. Topographically elevated regions off in the distance 
on both sides of the Hudson River—the Taconic Mountains to the east and 
the Catskill Mountains to the west—stand as reminders of geologically active 
times in the past inviting the embodied learner to envision an island chain 
much like Japan off the east coast of North America plowing westward to col-
lide with the continent, raising up the mountains whose roots still remain. 
This fi eld trip is a geological vision quest to be in the presence of things 
distant in time and space. This is a fi eld trip in the Anthropocene where 
sedimentary rocks secure a human-Earth connection by moving living beings 
back into the stillness of deep geologic time (Figure 15.4).

The creation process practice—one might call it beholding—makes tac-
tile and visible the ordinarily theoretical study of the transformation of rock 
to magma. As students use a bench-top gas burner to heat and cool rods 
of glass with known thermodynamic properties, they feel in their hands, a 
change of state from solid to liquid merely depicted in textbooks as a phase 
diagram (Figure 15.5).

That the conversion from a solid state to a liquid one with increasing 
temperature at constant pressure in a pure glass should occur quickly as if 
crossing a line, is felt through the hands and seen with the eyes in a glowing 
spectacle (Figure 15.6).

Likewise, based on my retreat experiences of mindful consumption of a 
raisin, my students have tasted the weathering away of mountains. Chemi-

FIGURE 15.4. Walkway Over the Hudson
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FIGURE 15.5. In theory, as temperature increases from left to right in the diagram, 
solid materials melt.

FIGURE 15.6. Demonstration of phase transformation from solid to liquid in the art 
form of fl ameworked glass.
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cal weathering, the changing of the molecular structure of a mineral by 
removal or addition of elements, and mechanical weathering, the physi-
cal disintegration of large rocks into smaller fragments, are fundamentally 
different processes that transform Alpine-type mountains into strollable 
rounded hills (Figure 15.7).

Generations of geology students have intellectualized the two process-
es—physical disintegration and molecular structural changes—that must 
occur in order to effect such magical transformation unwitnessed by any 
living being over the span of millions of years. But a caramelized nutty nug-
gat held in ones motionless mouth has saliva dissolve sugar thus causing 
molecular structural change. To disappear the rest of the confection re-
quires chewing to effect physical disintegration. This contemplative eating 
exercise enables students to experience chemical and physical weathering.

CONCLUDING REFLECTIONS

I began this essay with a dry recitation of needs deemed “critical” by a sci-
entifi c priesthood of sorts. But Thomas Berry, of course, puts it more elo-
quently:

FIGURE 15.7. Weathering changes sharp-peaked mountains to rolling hills over 
millions years.
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One of the more remarkable achievements of the 20th century is our ability 
to tell the story of the universe from empirical observation and with amazing 
insight into the sequence of transformations that has brought into being the 
earth, the living world, and the human community. There seems, however, to 
be little realization of just what the story means in terms of the larger inter-
pretation of the human venture. (Berry, 1998, p. xi)

The amazing tale we human beings tell features a linear narrative, the 
arrow of deep time, with cycling phenomena, chief among them extinction 
events. The geological record is replete with them, and they delineate spans 
of time. The intensities of extinction events have ranged from the small and 
local to the massive and global ones that shattered Earth’s biological order. 
Like the episode 65 million years ago that famously wiped out dinosaurs 
as well as numerous other species across the spectrum of life in all habitats 
sampled from the fossil record. Or the greatest mass extinction as yet, the 
one 245 million years ago that marks the end of the Paleozoic Era that rid 
the Earth of fi fty-four percent of all living families, among them trilobites, 
those early marine invertebrates with a segmented body and exoskeleton 
that belong to the same group (Phylum Arthropoda) as modern-day crabs, 
insects and spiders. These and other mass extinction events happened con-
currently with vast climatic and physical disturbances on Earth that were 
outside the norm of what species and ecosystems ordinarily survived. Such 
extreme physical changes doubtless had something to do with the occur-
rence of the extinctions in the fi rst place. Earth’s seas were acidic in the 
Archean and our atmosphere was oxygen-poor in the early Proterozoic. To 
make the point simply, over geological time life on the planet and Earth 
itself have morphed from one form to another.

This is the way I see our situation: geoscientists who mind geological 
time by tracking discoveries that infl uence the perceived location of Era, 
Period, and Epoch boundaries of the time scale may proceed cautiously, 
deliberating the question of whether or not we should dub this geological 
moment on Earth the Anthropocene (Crutzen 2002; Autin & Holbrook 
2012). But like other organisms before us, we live as witnesses to another 
great extinction event this time challenged by environmental circumstanc-
es we have concocted ourselves. A scientifi c puzzle of mass extinction events 
is why, at certain points, the resourcefulness of life seems to wane. Scientists 
will continue to seek explanations with staying power. The search for such 
supposed truths compels many scientists. Nonetheless I believe that a most 
worthy mission for scientist-educators is to use embodied experiences to 
infuse the search for answers with awesome mystery and feelings of spiritual 
intimacy. With such an approach in higher education it may be possible for 
humans to move into the Ecozoic as part of the community of living beings 
on Earth in, as Berry would have it, a mutually enhancing manner.
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CHAPTER 16

USING HULA TO TEACH 
PERSONAL, INTER-PERSONAL,
AND ENVIRONMENTAL PEACE

Sachi Edwards

INTRODUCTION

Typically when one thinks of hula what comes to mind is tropical music , bare 
bellies with swaying hips, and coconut bras. However, the ancient Hawaiian 
tradition of hula, which is sacred in the Hawaiian community,is much more 
than that. At its core, hula is a practice that teaches humility, reverence, 
and connectedness—to the earth, to those that came before us, and to one 
another. These types of lessons, ones that value peace and harmony over 
global competitiveness, are lacking in mainstream higher education here 
in the United States, especially given our federal government’s increasing 
emphasis on STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics)1 

1 As a result of the America COMPETES Reauthorization Act of 2010 (Pub. L. No. 111–358, 
§ 124 Stat. 3982) a National Science and Technology Committee on STEM Education 
(CoSTEM) was created, and in 2012 they released a strategic plan calling for a 34% an-
nual increase over the current projection of STEM professionals over the next ten years 
(President’s Council of Advisors on Science and Technology, 2012). As of 2011, the US gov-
ernment was spending 3.4 billion dollars per year on initiatives specifi cally targeting STEM 
education (National Science and Technology Council, 2011), and with the 2012 STEM edu-
cation strategic plan, that number is likely to increase.
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fi elds and the rising pressure faculty and administrators face to produce 
research that is attractive to donors and granting agencies2. In this chapter, 
I describe the history and the modern practice of hula, based on several 
years of participant observation, and highlight the ways in which hula ex-
emplifi es the vision for education set forth by peace education scholars and 
activists (i.e., Bajaj, 2008; Lin, 2006; Reardon, 1988). In doing so, I present 
my own vision for the future of higher education, one that incorporates 
embodied practices, like hula, in an effort to advocate for the appreciation 
of knowledge,wisdom, and values beyond the analytical-mathematical skills 
that are so strongly emphasized in our current system.

PEACE EDUCATION: MORE LOVE, LESS COMPETITION

Peace education theory offers a helpful lens in understanding the need 
and ability for education to create peacefulness in individuals, communi-
ties, and societies (Reardon, 1988). Through understanding education as a 
tool for the transmission of cultural norms and values—as many scholars do 
(Pai & Adler, 2001)—we can recognize that those fi elds of education that 
are emphasized (i.e., STEM) are then seen as more prestigious, worthwhile, 
and valuable by society as a whole. Conversely, neglecting the adequate cul-
tivation of, and support for, other fi elds of education (i.e. music, dance, 
art) leads to a decreased societal value for such work. Thus, incorporating 
principles of love, care, and interpersonal connectedness into our educa-
tion system, as Lin (2006) and others have advocated, while decreasing the 
push for competition against classmates and colleagues—which is often the 
case in STEM courses—would, in turn, contribute to a societal norm valu-
ing peace, harmony, and respect among all people.

Moreover, within the broader fi eld of peace education, scholars focusing 
on critical approaches to peace education have suggested that embracing 
localized and Indigenous forms of education leads to a societal transforma-
tion towards human rights and social justice for historically marginalized 
Indigenous communities, and away from an oppressive colonialist attitude 
regarding education curriculum and governance(Bajaj, 2008; Sumida Hua-
man, 2011). In other words, rather than high level administrators dictat-
ing the esteem of certain types of knowledge over others (i.e., STEM over 
music, dance, and art),critical peace education posits that an appreciation 
for all forms of knowledge is essential to a peaceful society, and that local 
and Indigenous communities should be given the power, at least in part, 
to determine their own educational priorities. Beyond skills in math and 
reading—the only two subjects which the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 

2 See Bok (2003) and Washburn (2005) for a more in-depth discussion about the commerciali-
zation of higher education and how research agendas are often dictated by funding agencies 
as a result.
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(Pub. L. No. 107–110, § 115 Stat. 1425) requires testing for3—our educa-
tion system should consider the need to develop other forms of intelligence 
in students such as musical or bodily-kinesthetic intelligence (Gardner, 
1993; Gardner & Hatch, 1989), moral or spiritual intelligence (Lin, 2006), 
among many other types.

In this context, incorporating local traditions—like hula (which will be 
used as the example in this chapter), and others, depending on geographic 
location—into our higher education curricula is well aligned with the ide-
als and the goals of peace education. Hula, for one, involves physical move-
ments, musical instruments, natural adornments, and melodic vocals—in-
tegrating multiple types of learning and intelligence harmoniously into one 
activity. Secondly, it is an Indigenous practice that is highly venerated in 
Hawaiian culture, and is seen as an important type of learning to the lo-
cal community in Hawai`i. Thirdly, as a predominantly group endeavor, 
it teaches cooperation, collaboration, and the importance of community 
growth over individual gain. Thus, the focus of this chapter will be to pres-
ent hula as an example of how an embodied practice can be used to teach 
peace and interconnectedness in higher education—an example that can 
be adopted accordingly elsewhere in the United States and around the 
world. Specifi cally, the sections below will discuss (a) hula as a way to trans-
mit the history of the Hawai`i and the Hawaiian people, (b) the way that the 
practice of hula teaches dancers to respect and embody various elements of 
nature, and (c) the sense of community interconnectedness that hula cre-
ates among dancers. These aspects of hula allow for a type of learning that 
combines body, mind, and spirit—ultimately leading to a transformative 
experience that could not be had with methods of teaching and learning 
that simply call for memorization and regurgitation.

A BRIEF HISTORY OF HAWAI`I, 
THE HAWAIIAN PEOPLE, AND HULA

Long before James Cook “discovered” the Hawaiian archipelago in 1778 on 
behalf of the British Royal Navy, an indigenous group of people inhabited 
the islands with a rich culture and heritage of their own. Without a written 
language, native Hawaiians used chanting, or oli, to pass down their history, 
mythology, genealogy, and other important information to each succeed-

3The high stakes testing of math and reading resulting from this piece of legislation has caused 
K-12 teachers and administrators to withdraw support for other subjects (Crocco & Costigan, 
2007). This, in turn, leads to changes in higher education as well due to the lack of prepara-
tion students have for studies in other subjects, the shift in emphasis in teacher preparation 
and teacher education programs, and the decreased overall value for fi elds of study that do 
not focus on math and/or reading.
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ing generation (Malo, 1971).The most famous oli4 is the Kumulipo, which 
is also the creation story of the Hawaiian people (see Beckwith, 1972). In 
the Kumulipo, the fi rst physical object to be born is sea coral, which then 
ultimately leads to the birth of all land, animals, and people. After the coral, 
a series of shellfi sh and other sea life is born. Shortly thereafter, moss be-
comes the fi rst life on land, followed by larger plants, birds, land animals, 
and eventually humans. Within the 2,102 lines of the chant, each of these 
living organisms is given a name, a gender, and a spouse, because it is the 
continual mating and procreation of the organisms that leads to the birth 
of the Hawaiian people. The Hawaiian Islands themselves are born as off-
spring of two gods (Papa and Wakea), and the Hawaiian people are said to 
be direct descendants of the taro plant, which was the staple food of the 
native Hawaiian people. Thus, the link between the Hawaiians and their 
ocean, land, food, and other elements of nature is an ancestral one; theirs is 
a familial bond that non-Hawaiians, like myself, can appreciate and admire, 
but can never truly claim. This becomes important in understanding the 
ability hula has to build a peaceful relationship with the land—which will be 
discussed in more detail in a later section.

In addition to oli, hula (physical accompaniment to oli) were created as 
another way to sustain and perpetuate the history of the Hawaiian people. 
Oli were composed to honor and remember people, gods, events, or loca-
tions, and performing hula along with an oli was often done to exalt and en-
tertain the chiefs and their heavenly ancestors (Kaeppler, 1972). Originally 
a religious activity governed by the hula goddess, Laka, hula was an integral 
part of ancient Hawaiian culture and tradition. It also remains one of the 
most eminent forms of Hawaiian cultural practice today. After many years 
of colonial and missionary oppression, the renaissance of indigenous Ha-
waiian culture began in the 1960s with the resurgence of hula, which gave 
way for a restored sense of pride and activism in the Hawaiian community 
(Clark, 2003). Since the fi rst large-scale modern hula festival—the Merrie 
Monarch Festival, which began in 1962—dozens of annual hula festivals 
have been established and maintained, both in Hawai`i and around the 
world. New oli and hula continue to be composed and choreographed, as 
new kumu hula (hula teachers) are trained and new halau hula (hula schools 
or groups) are formed. As such, hula remains a signifi cant cultural pillar in 
the Hawaiian community, and with the growing popularity of hula through-
out the United States and other countries (Stillman, 1999), the potential 
for hula to promote Indigenous Hawaiian values—values of peace and in-
terconnectedness with history, nature, and community members—on a 

4 Sometimes the word mele (song) is used to label this and other poems that are 
chanted, but for the purposes of this chapter, I will use oli as the noun of choice 
to indicate an emphasis on these poems being used for chanting.
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wider scale is expanding. Moreover, the increased global acceptance of hula 
may serve to bring more attention to other forms of embodied practice 
from Indigenous communities around the world.

GATHERING MY HULA KNOWLEDGE

The development of my hula knowledge has come from both a lifetime of 
living in Hawai`i and dancing hula, and from formal study and research 
on the topic. As a Masters student at the University of Hawai`i, I sought 
to explore my personal interest in hula on a deeper level, and began to 
observe the group experiences I was having as a participant in a halau hula. 
Additionally, I pursued conversations with hula dancers and teachers from 
a range of halau hula using my various hula networks, to inquire more about 
some of the things I was seeing and feeling. Then, to supplement my ex-
periences, observations, and conversations, I explored both written docu-
ments and audio-visual archives in an attempt to understand hula on larger, 
more comprehensive level. Since that time, several years ago by now, I have 
continued my involvement with most of the people who helped to inform 
my research—albeit from a distance at times, since my scholarly pursuits 
have often taken me away from Hawai`i—and have maintained an open 
dialogue with them about their hula experiences. Over the years, I wrote 
personal journals/memos about what I was doing, thinking, and seeing, 
which have helped me to keep those experiences fresh in my mind, and 
have served as a personal archive of my own thoughts that I have been able 
to reference in writing this chapter.

In describing this type of ethnographic fi eldwork, research methodolo-
gists recognize a range in the level of researcher-participation, starting from 
complete observer, moving through various levels of observer-participant 
and participant-observer, and ending with complete participant (Angro-
sino, 2008; Gold, 1958; Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 2011). Those who do less par-
ticipating and more observing in their fi eldwork are typically thought of as 
more objective, while those who participate more heavily in the group they 
are observing hypothetically end up with more bias. However, objectivity is 
not always a researcher’s goal, especially if s/he seeks to present an emic 
(insider) perspective as opposed to a potentially misinterpreted etic (out-
sider) perspective (Patton, 2002). An emic account of an event, a culture, 
or a phenomenon, is described from a standpoint that non-participants (or 
those with a low level of involvement) simply do not have, and is thus an 
important perspective to hear when attempting to understand an issue in 
totality.

What I present here comes from my own viewpoint as a participant-
observer, guided and assisted by many dancers and teachers who dedicate 
their lives to hula. Admittedly, my primary reason for participating in hula 
the way I do is for my own personal desire and fulfi llment, rather than for 
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research. However, my attempt to be truthful in representing the experi-
ence of all the people I have interacted with on my lifelong hula journey is 
sincere. As such, I have made it a point to share my interpretations of the 
experience of hula in my ongoing conversations with them. Also, as a non-
Hawaiian (my familial ties to Hawai`i only go back four generations, not 
since the birth of the islands), it was also very important to me to get feed-
back on my written work from trusted friends and colleagues of mine from 
within the Hawaiian community. It is with this in mind, and with gratitude 
and appreciation for my hula guides that I move forward in my description 
of hula here.

HULA AS EMBODIED HISTORY

At the end of one of my fi rst hula classes after beginning my formal ethno-
graphic participant-observations, our kumu gathered us around and gave us 
our homework: before you come back next week, fi nd out as much as you 
can about Queen Ka`ahumanu. I went home, fl ipped through my Hawai-
ian history books and searched the Internet for information on this his-
toric woman. Among other things, I learned that Queen Ka`ahumanu was 
from the island of Maui, that she was the daughter of Ke`eaumoku II and 
favorite wife of King Kamehameha I, and that she was a politically power-
ful woman who was integral in ending the kapu system (the strict religious 
rules of ancient Hawaiian society) and embracing Protestant Christianity in 
an effort to keep peace between her people and the English Missionaries 
who were becoming more and more prevalent in her land. The next week 
when I went back to hula, we began to talk about who Queen Ka`ahumanu 
was, what she was like, and what made her so important in the history of 
Hawai`i. You see, before we were able to chant an oli about her, we needed 
to know who she was fi rst. In order to give justice to her through our hula, 
we had to understand just how remarkable her life was. As dancers, we were 
not only expected to sing and sway in the right manner, we were expected 
to honor and portray Queen Ka`ahumanu by embodying her spirit in our 
dance.

This type of introduction is typical when a kumu hula begins to teac his/
her haumana (students) a new oli, mele (song), or hula. The reason for this 
is that despite the adoption of English alphabet, hula is still integral to the 
preservation of Hawaiian history and knowledge. Learning a hula, in es-
sence, is to learn about an important aspect of Hawaiian history, not just 
about memorizing a series of choreographed movements. As Ah Ho (1994) 
describes, “Understanding why you do something is very important to 
learning. When learning a hula for a particular song, understanding means 
knowing in a very personal way the meaning of the words and feeling what 
movements best express that meaning” (p. 155). In other words, learning a 
hula requires a deep understanding of history, and by acquiring that deep 
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understanding of history through hula, students are able to increase their 
learning of a particular piece of history. Engaging in multiple forms of 
learning—audio, visual, and kinesthetic, among others—caters to students 
with varied strengths and types of intelligence.

Returning to the example of my experience, rather than simply read-
ing about Queen Ka`ahumanu and writing a report or taking a test—the 
way most current day students are forced to learn history—through hula 
we were able to take what we learned about her and express it physically 
through chant and dance. When we sang and danced about her birth and 
her childhood hobbies, we beamed with happiness and made motions of 
surfi ng and playing in the water. In a later verse about her battles against 
rival chiefs, our facial expressions became serious and our gestures went 
from graceful to aggressive. Anytime we performed this dance for an au-
dience, we would wear clothes similar to what she wore and adornments 
that indicated her royal status. Our responsibility as hula dancers was to 
bring the history of Queen Ka`ahumanu to life. In addition to the books 
and websites dedicated to documenting her history, we were preserving her 
knowledge and her experiences in our dance. As a result, many years later, 
while we may not remember exactly what we read in the books about her, 
we remember her story because we remember her song and her dance and 
the emotions connected to the various points in her life.

Songs that honor specifi c people and their lives, like the song about 
Queen Ka`ahumanu described above, are called mele inoa (name songs). 
Another type of song is a mele ho`oipoipo (love song), which are used to tell 
special stories and describe one’s endearing emotions surrounding those 
stories (Kaeppler, 1972). For example, a love song can tell a story about a 
verdant mountain peak said to represent the beauty of a famous woman, or 
it can be more explicit in recounting the courtship of two gods or the unre-
quited love of a man for a woman. Usually the settings (including fl owers, 
greenery, and other environmental features) for these love stories are also 
emphasized in the song, indicating the signifi cance that place and location 
have for the Hawaiian people. The dance component of the song then be-
comes the expression and visualization of the place and the emotions tied 
to that story or event. Dancers’ costumes liken them to the elements of na-
ture described in the song (ex: a long blue dress for a song about a waterfall 
or a layered skirt of black and red for a song about a lava fl ow) and foliage 
representing a location, a specifi c god, or even an emotion or an intention 
is used for ornamentation.

One love song that I was taught during my observation period was a song 
that described a time when a goddess was hosted for a feast in a lush area 
near Kailua Bay on the island of O`ahu. In the story, the goddess is fed an 
abundance of her favorite food, lū`au (cooked taro leaves), which leads her 
to have a very positive and appreciative impression of her host and his com-
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munity. Thus, in the process of teaching us about this story, and the hula 
dance to accompany it, our kumu took us to a botanical garden near Kailua 
Bay and fed us lū`au. The point of this, as he explained, was for us to try to 
feel what the goddess in the story was feeling as she was feasting in this area.

Ah Ho (1994) explains the importance of learning-by-doing and the im-
pact that has on students’ connection to the material being taught by dis-
cussing her experiences teaching hula in a school setting:

By actually doing what we are learning, we feel ownership over our learning. 
We all need fi rsthand experience; we do not learn by only listening passively 
to information being presented, hearing the theory behind something, or 
by being told what to do. I see my role as providing learners with fi rsthand 
experience. (p. 155)

Performing the hula again and again serves as a reminder of the lesson 
that was learned. Each time my halau hula performed the hula about the 
goddess’s feast at Kailua Bay we were encouraged to remember the time 
when we visited Kailua and ate lū`au ourselves. One day, just before a big 
performance, one dancers took it upon herself to gather the group togeth-
er to read the lyrics of the song—evoking the memory of our own lū`au 
feast and inspiring the rest of us to take those memories on stage with us 
as we danced. The opportunity to emulate the experience we were dancing 
about, allowed us to put more authentic emotion into our performance. In 
turn, we were able to portray the ancient story more vividly to our audience. 
The story was encapsulated by our dance, which was made possible through 
a process of learning that required us to visit and appreciate a particular 
place, and consume a particular food.

In essence, through experiences outside of a classroom—ones that did 
not require reading, writing, or math—we got an important lesson in his-
tory, and were given the charge to perpetuate that history through the em-
bodied practice of hula. Hula courses (or courses teaching other forms of 
Indigenous dance), have the potential to provide the same kinds of lessons, 
and thus should not be seen solely as dance classes. By incorporating mul-
tiple styles of teaching and learning, a more holistic approach to education 
can be achieved—one that emphasizes an embodied form of knowledge 
that connects individuals to their lived and living histories. Adopting a 
similar method for other locations (i.e., other than Hawai`i), and utilizing 
the indigenous traditions of that region, can help students to more fully 
understand and appreciate the history and physical environment of their 
surroundings, and potentially inspire a curiosity to learn more about other 
Indigenous traditions around the country, or the world. Furthermore, a 
greater awareness of, and respect for, Indigenous communities, knowledge, 
and history, can help to create more peaceful and cooperative relationships 
between Indigenous peoples and those who live amongst them. Teaching 
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students to embody the history of a given place may foster the type of social 
justice that critical peace education scholars (i.e., Bajaj, 2008; Sumida Hua-
man, 2011) speak of.

RESPECT FOR NATURE

Adornments of fl owers and other foliage are an important element of hula. 
These adornments serve a very specifi c purpose, and are not just used be-
cause of their fragrant smell and stunning beauty. Each fern, leaf, and blos-
som either represents the kinolau (physical embodiment) of one of the many 
Hawaiian gods or goddesses, or is associated with an individual through 
history or mythology. Thus, adornments are selected for use during a hula 
performance because of who or what it represents. This careful selection of 
adornments, which is taught to the dancers similar to the way the historical 
meaning of song lyrics are taught (as described in the previous section), 
helps to foster an appreciation for nature in haumana (students) beyond 
aesthetics or science. For example, the palapalai fern is widely used in hula 
because it is the kinolau of the hula goddess Laka. The lehua blossom, on the 
other hand, is used in hula adornments to symbolize the volcano goddess 
Pele because it is commonly found in volcanic regions, and an ancient myth 
links her to the creation of the fl ower5. Learning about the mythological 
symbolism of these plants gives them a new meaning to the students. In 
essence, they are no longer just plants; they are gods, goddesses, and ances-
tors. This new understanding can then lead to a more peaceful relationship 
between them and the natural environment around them.

In halau hula (hula schools/groups), dancers are often taught how to 
gather their own fl ora and make their own adornments—a lesson both in 
practical arts and crafts, but also in the spiritual and historical signifi cance 
of the plants they are working with. This type of learning is yet another 
example of how teaching hula uses multiple methods of teaching and learn-
ing, and is innately interdisciplinary. Similar to the school garden move-
ment in the United States which seeks to teach students about multiple sub-
jects through engaging them in garden work (see Waters, 2008), teaching 
hula and other body-mind practices would allow for teaching about mul-
tiple academic subjects, while also cultivating a deeper spiritual connection 
between the students and their natural surroundings.

For instance, one year, while learning a song about the goddess Hi`iaka, 
I hiked with my halau hula to the top of a mountain peak to collect pala`a 

5 As the story goes, Pele fell in love with a man named `Ohi`a, but he did not love her 
in return. Instead, he loved a woman named Lehua. In a fi t of jealousy, Pele turned 
`Ohi`a into a tree, but later felt remorse and reunited the lovers by turning Lehua 
into the fl ower of the `Ohi`a tree. This and many other ancient Hawaiian legends 
are commonly known among locals in Hawai`i.
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fern—a kinolau of Hi`iaka. Our kumu taught us to pick a few fern shoots 
from each bush instead of uprooting entire bushes so that the plant could 
continue to grow abundantly—so that Hi`iaka could maintain her presence 
on the mountain. The practice of harvesting greenery in this manner is 
a common practice among halau hula—so much so that it is potentially 
threatening to the survival of some native plants—thus, kumu hula are 
more frequently incorporating lessons on sustainability into their harvest-
ing practices (see Garcia, 2002). The next day, after gathering several trash 
bags full of pala`a, we assembled as a group to weave the ferns into bracelets 
and anklets for ourselves to wear during a performance. During the time we 
worked with the fern, we were often reminded (by our kumu and by some of 
the more experienced dancers) that we should not speak, act, or even think 
anything negative—to disrespect the pala`a was to disrespect Hi`iaka. Also, 
doing so would imbue the fern with negative energy, which would then join 
us on stage as we danced. As a sacred plant, one that is so deeply rooted in 
the life and history of Hawai`i, it was sensitive to our human behaviors and 
emotions. Through this two-day activity, we learned (a) about Hi`iaka and 
her kinolau, pala`a, (b) how to sustainably harvest fern so that we could use 
it without destroying it, (c) how to use purely natural products (ferns and 
dried leaves) to create a beautiful adornment for our hula performance, 
and (d) the importance of respecting the dignity of our natural surround-
ings because of the way it connected us to our ancestors and to the Earth.

On another occasion, we traveled to an `ohi`a (a type of tree) forest to 
get wood to make spears—an implement the men in our group would later 
use in a dance about a famous chief. Collecting the wood that we needed 
meant cutting down several trees. Thus, before we started, our kumu had 
one of the kahu (care-takers)of the forest talk to us about the preservation 
efforts in the area. After learning about the value of the `ohi`a trees and 
the struggle the care-takers face to keep the invasive, non-native plant spe-
cies from suffocating the native trees, we asked permission to enter the for-
est and take a few trees by chanting an oli. Then, the care-taker guided us 
through the forest, indicating which trees were suitable to cut, and which 
were not. The same reminders about having positive speech, action, and 
thought as I described above were made by several group members here as 
we worked. When we had taken all that we needed, we then spent a couple 
of hours giving back to the forest by uprooting and removing the intrusive 
vines that were taking over in the area. Our kumu stressed to us the impor-
tance of a reciprocal relationship with the land—we use its bounties for 
both sustenance and pleasure, and in return we must take the time to care 
for it and ensure that it thrives.

These two examples demonstrate the types of lessons that occur fre-
quently in halau hula—lessons that teach dancers about the multi-layered 
signifi cance of the land. Through hula students not only discover which 
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plants, trees, and fl owers are appropriate for each hula dance, they also 
begin to see and experience nature in a new light. Rather than something 
that is simply manipulated by man to meet our needs, the environment 
becomes a sacred ever-present reminder of the power and signifi cance of 
the spirit world in our lives. Interacting with nature then becomes a body-
mind experience in itself, because it is seen as a means to obtaining a con-
nection with the wisdom of the previous generations. As such, the need to 
create and maintain a peaceful relationship with the land becomes more 
important.

As Mantell-Seidel (2007) articulated, dance has the potential to bridge 
many of the fi ctional gaps we currently see in higher education. Current 
trends tend to further separate related material into narrowly focused pro-
grams and sub-fi elds, and to disseminate knowledge using a top-down ap-
proach to learning (Mantell-Seidel, 2007). However, using a participatory, 
inter-disciplinary approach, hula, and other forms of dance,can be used 
to combine seemingly distinctive disciplines like dance, music, art, wildlife 
management, environmental science, conservation biology, botany, ecolo-
gy, history, religion, language, and education into one enjoyable, hands-on 
subject.

COMMUNITY BUILDING

Beyond the individual learning and spiritual development that hula pro-
vides its practitioners, most hula dancing is done in groups, so it cultivates 
inter-group connectedness as well. To learn a hula, dancers have to master 
the movements on their own, but also have to align them with the dancers 
around them in order that the group presents a unifi ed routine. By learning 
to sync one’s physical movements to those of your group mates, thoughts 
and feelings are also inevitably intertwined. Dancers begin to build aware-
ness of group energy, and consequently become increasingly sensitive to, 
and concerned for, the well-being of the others in the group. A common 
greeting that I heard between dancers who had not seen each other in a 
long time was, “I’ve missed dancing next to you.” In fact, just before writ-
ing this chapter, I visited my halau hula after being away from Hawai`i for 
over a year. One of the fi rst things my hula sisters (as we call each other) 
said to me was, “it feels so great to be dancing next to you again.” Further-
more, when collecting feedback on this work from my Hawaiian friends 
and colleagues, one of them commented here on her agreement with this 
experience, “Aww, this makes me miss my hula sisters back home. It’s sooo 
true! You get used to particular people and their energy while dancing!” Al-
though she grew up dancing with a different halau hula, and on a different 
island than me, she connected with this feeling. Dancing together creates a 
bond unlike a mere hug or a conversation, and the interlacing of energies 
reverberates throughout the group. Positive energy in the group leads to 
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a more cohesive dance. Conversely, negative energy in the group can be 
detrimental to a dance.

For that reason, a Hawaiian confl ict resolution method named 
ho`oponopono is often used within the group if there is ever any negativity 
that prohibits productive group unity. Ho`oponopono is an ancient practice 
that has been used by Hawaiians to resolve disputes since pre-colonial times 
(Pukui, Haertig, & Lee, 1972). In scholarly literature, documented uses 
for ho`oponopono include family therapy (Ito, 1985), social work (Hurdel, 
2002), mediation (Wall & Callister, 1995), and school counseling (Brinson 
& Fisher, 1999; Kees, 2010). Institutionalized uses for ho`oponopono, such as 
these, are naturally more formally structured, but in informal family and 
community settings, like halau hula, it looks slightly different.

During my fi rst year of ethnographic engagement with my halau hula, 
tensions ran high in the weeks preceding an important hula festival. Spirits 
were clearly dampened, and our dance was not falling into place the way it 
should have. One night, our alaka`i (lead dancer), stopped us in our tracks 
and declared that it was time for ho`oponopono. She sat us in a tight circle—
cross-legged, knee-to-knee—and asked each one of us to say what was on 
our mind, why we were not contributing to the group the way we should 
be, and what we could do to improve the situation. The rules were simple: 
listen intently to each person while they are talking, no interrupting, take 
ownership for your own shortcomings, and ask the group for forgiveness by 
explaining how you will be a better group-mate in the future. As we went 
around the circle, tears were fl owing down each of our faces and the stress 
felt like it was literally evaporating from our chests. Daily practices and long 
nights had been wearing on us. Some dancers felt that others were not put-
ting as much effort into the group as they were, and admitted to getting 
angry instead of reaching out and asking if their hula sister was okay. Others 
acknowledged that they were not fully present during practices, explained 
why, and expressed the desire to reconnect with the others. Each person 
recommitted themselves to the group, recognizing that this was something 
we all wanted to do, and that working together was more enjoyable than fac-
ing our issues alone. When everyone was done, we decided not to continue 
practicing and to go out for ice cream instead. At the end of the night, we 
were a more unifi ed whole, a community of dancers with a shared passion 
that made us more like a family than a dance troupe—and our dance im-
proved as a result.

In direct opposition to current educational trends in higher education 
that value competition, rankings, and test scores, community building 
practices like ho`oponopono, would help to create a culture of collaborative 
achievement if incorporated into our pedagogical orientation. The lesson 
we can learn from the example of hula and ho`oponopono above, is that if 
we view higher education as an individualized, every-man-for-himself, try-
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to-break-the-curve type of endeavor, then students can become disengaged 
and overwhelmed. If, on the other hand, we attempt to create a tradition 
of group learning, community support, and collective problem solving, stu-
dents who are struggling can be sustained and strengthened by their peers. 
In a time where student persistence and retention in higher education is 
a problem (Cabrera, Nora, & Castañ eda, 1993), educators and administra-
tors need to seek out ways to make students feel more connected to their 
classmates. Holistic, embodied practices like hula are one way to do just 
that.

HULA 101?

One might ask how a college or university instructor would use hula in the 
classroom, or in what department courses like this might be housed. Luck-
ily, the University of Hawai`i Manoa(UHM) has several examples. As a Re-
search I University, and a distinguished land-, sea-, and space-grant research 
institution6, UHM has clearly positioned itself for global relevance in aca-
demia. It also has a strong commitment to both studying and promoting na-
tive Hawaiian cultures, traditions, and forms of knowledge—exemplifi ed by 
the Hawai`inuiakea School of Hawaiian Knowledge which was established in 
20077. In addition to courses like Visual/Cultural Knowledge, Indigenous 
Research Methodologies, Music and Native Identity, and Methodology in 
Hawaiian Protocol Chants offered through the Department of Hawaiian 
Studies, three different song and dance classes are offered in the Hawai-
ian Language Department, and three levels of Hula/Chant classes can be 
found in the Music Department—the fi rst of which satisfi es a diversifi ca-
tion requirement under the general education guidelines. In these courses, 
students learn Hawaiian history and genealogy, ancient forms of chant and 
dance, proper usage of native plants, modes of inquiry conducive to a na-
tive Hawaiian epistemology, and halau protocol. Furthermore, all of them 
emphasize the interconnectedness of individuals with their ancestors, their 
land, and their community members.

A more comprehensive approach to incorporating hula into higher edu-
cation might look like the Associate of Applied Science Degree in Hula 
program at Hawai`i Community College (HCC)8. This 60-credit program is 
comprised completely of courses related to the practice of hula and draws 
on the interdisciplinary nature of hula to provide students with founda-
tional knowledge in a variety of applied and academic fi elds. According to 
the program’s website, student learning outcomes include:

6 http://manoa.hawaii.edu/research/
7 http://manoa.hawaii.edu/hshk/index.php/site/index/en
8 http://hawaii.hawaii.edu/hls/hula/
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• Kahoeuli/Connections: Articulate personal connections and interac-
tions with people, communities, and environments to establish one’s 
place, responsibilities, and purpose in the world.

• Ka‘iewe/Sense of Place: Refl ectively evaluate a sense of place and an 
awareness of the delicate balance necessary to maintain healthy life 
systems for generations to come.

• Ka‘īmo‘o/Sustainability: Actively engage in the maintenance, preser-
vation, and conservation of Hawai`i’s and other global communities’ 
landscapes and resources.

• Ka‘īmaka/Perspective: Demonstrate multi-sensory perspectives in 
natural and social environments to interact appropriately.

• Ka‘īkoi/Identity: Apply cultural knowledge, practices, career skills, 
and experiences to strengthen and sustain one’s life style and iden-
tity.

• Kaimua/Leadership: Advance leadership skills towards sound and 
creative decision-making that inspires balance in mind, body, spirit 
and advancement.

• Ka‘īpono/Excellence: Foster a life-long desire to seek knowledge, 
wisdom, and experiences to enhance communities, family and self.
(Hawai`i Community College, n.d.)

These stated outcomes refl ect the malleability of hula, and its relevance to 
teaching and learning beyond merely dance—a quality that can be found 
in many indigenous body-mind practices around the world. Other authors 
have also explored the benefi ts of using Indigenous body-mind practices as 
an educational tool in places like Alaska (Ikuta, 2011), Canada (Kennedy, 
2009), and Africa (Kwami & Lebaka, 2004), among others.

Although hula may not be practiced to the same extent throughout the 
world as it is in Hawai`i, there are defi nite implications for educators inter-
ested in using the indigenous cultures and body-mind traditions of their 
geographic region to teach similar values and principles. What UHM and 
HCC have done in Hawai`i, can be done by any college or university any-
where in the world. Indigenous peoples and communities are everywhere, 
and they all come with their own knowledge and wisdom developed over 
several millennia and rooted in the natural elements of their surroundings. 
The increasing popularity of hula and Hawaiian traditions in the United 
States (particularly the West Coast) and around the world (particularly Ja-
pan and other Pacifi c Island nations), along with the increased emigration 
of Hawaiian people to those regions, indicates that, hula and other Hawai-
ian traditions can be integrated into higher education outside of Hawai`i. 
At the same time, the traditions of other Indigenous peoples can also be 
studied, taught, and practiced in colleges and universities around the world. 
While hula (due to the romanticized images the world has been exposed 
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to, and the subsequent allure it has garnered) has the potential to spread 
lessons of Hawaiian history, environmental peace, and community connect-
edness, to students outside of Hawai`i, the purpose of this chapter is not 
to suggest that everyone should learn hula. Instead, it is to offer hula as an 
example of how an Indigenous body-mind practice can benefi t students by 
integrating content knowledge with embodied knowledge; to advocate for 
the use of Indigenous pedagogies as a way to intertwine living and knowing. 
It is my hope that an increased recognition of, and attention to, the value 
of embodied forms of Indigenous knowledge around the world can inform 
pedagogies for personal, inter-personal, and environmental peace. Also, 
fi nding connections between various Indigenous traditions can further sub-
stantiate the importance that these forms of knowledge have in sustaining 
our relationships—with people and with nature—for generations to come. 
These lessons can, and should, be incorporated into our higher education 
curricula through embodied practices, like hula, for a more interdisciplin-
ary approach to teaching history, botany, astrology, conservation, language, 
religion, music, art, and many other subjects.

CONCLUSION

This chapter has presented the ancient Hawaiian practice of hula, and has 
sought to understand its educational benefi ts through the framework of 
peace education. In Hawai`i, public and private schools at all levels—from 
pre-school through post-secondary school—have incorporated hula lessons 
into their curricula. This can be done around the world, either with hula 
or with the Indigenous body-mind traditions of the given region. Through 
understanding hula as more than a dance—as a way to teach students about 
history, culture, spirituality, and ethical living—its relevance for higher ed-
ucation becomes clearer. Where subjects like these intersect is where we 
can begin to demonstrate to our students the holistic and interconnected 
nature of our world, rather than teaching separate subjects as if they were 
isolated and detached from one another. In essence, the compartmentaliza-
tion of knowledge into separate subjects and disciplines hinders our ability 
to fully understand the way our lives and our actions are connected to our 
world. Conversely, body-mind practices, like hula re-connect us to our world 
and foster a more comprehensive form of wisdom.

Shortly before writing this concluding section, I was in a staff meeting 
where a co-worker expressed discontent that our offi ce(a multi-disciplinary 
student support center) was continuing to promote social science research 
to our students—a thing of the past, as he called it—when STEM fi elds 
were clearly the direction of the future. At fi rst I was shocked by such a 
statement, but soon reminded myself that, unfortunately, this perspective 
on research and education is rampant on college campuses throughout 
the country. As a response to this narrow-minded opinion, our job as peace 
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and social justice educators is to continue to advocate for Indigenous and 
marginalized forms of knowledge, and the use of body-mind practices that 
incorporate multiple academic disciplines into a well-rounded approach 
to education. My vision for the future of higher education is one where, in 
addition to highly specialized forms of science and research, Indigenous 
and historically oppressed ways of learning and knowing are appreciated, 
celebrated, and proliferated in academic departments as an equally impor-
tant and necessary form of education.
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CHAPTER 17

SERVICE LEARNING AS CIVIC 
AND SPIRITUAL ENGAGEMENT

Ai Zhang

In this chapter I describe the close relationship between meditative tech-
niques and service-learning pedagogy. Service-learning can drive a spiri-
tually-based curriculum that gives students both a foundation for internal 
cultivation and self-development (mind-body techniques) and external ex-
periences (service-learning) to make students capable and socially oriented 
working professionals who can make a positive impact on society. I high-
light the parallels between the two concepts and synthesize their respective 
qualities to propose a holistic curriculum for students’ spiritual develop-
ment, and methods for them to carry peace- and community-oriented val-
ues into mainstream society in practical ways. I draw on both my extensive 
experience with yoga, meditation, and qigong; and the classes I have taught 
which include a service-learning component.

INTRODUCTION

The fi rst decade of the 21st Century has left young people, particularly those 
who have chosen to undertake college educations,to deal with a world that 
is wracked by turmoil and uncertainty—an increasing wealth gap, high rates 
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of under- and unemployment, continuing social pressure to amass material 
wealth—which tests not just their ability to earn a living and survive, but 
also to fi nd their respective roles and responsibilities as citizens who will be 
expected to participate in the fabric of society. These problems are both 
domestic and international in scope. In fact, students graduating from in-
stitutes of higher education and entering “real world” for the fi rst time face 
challenges on a scale that compares to the US Great Depression (Levine, 
2009). Coupled with a mainstream preoccupation on material acquisition, 
higher education has correspondingly shifted away from a paradigm of 
teaching young people to be engaged citizens, to becoming successful play-
ers in an increasingly competitive workforce.

As educators, our ultimate goal is to prepare our students to be able to 
function in modern society, both as members of the professional workforce 
and as engaged citizens who seek to contribute to their respective com-
munities. With the higher education system’s current focus on preparing 
students as future workers, the broader purpose of education has largely 
been overlooked. Although fi nding meaningful work that allows one to en-
joy an elevated standard of living is certainly important, failing to coach our 
students about becoming engaged members of society will only empower 
them enough to be reactionary—to the next round of layoffs, to the newest 
technologies they need to remain professionally viable, etc. In the long run, 
we are doing our students and our society a disservice.

As an educator, I have been engaging in a self-refl ective journey to ex-
plore the deeper meaning and broader implication of education and the 
ways in which educators can transform students to make our society a better 
place. I believe a good educator is one who is not only capable of dissemi-
nating knowledge in the classroom but also at tapping into students’ hearts 
to help them cultivate inner, pro-social qualities such as virtue, compassion, 
kindness, righteousness, and service. Although the academy faces a chal-
lenging situation regarding its role in mainstream American society and 
how to best educate young people, I believe that there exists a solution, 
or solutions, which address both the “engaged citizen” and the “capable 
worker.” In this chapter I discuss a potential synthesis of a service-learning 
pedagogy, which I have used to great success in my classes in a liberal arts 
college and which has been reported successfully in research literature, 
with mind-body methods such as meditation, yoga, and various other con-
templative practices, to allow students to achieve oneness with themselves 
and with society.

WHAT DOES HIGHER EDUCATION TEACH AND WHY?

In the classroom today, educators face both a great challenge and a great 
opportunity. On one hand, students are bombarded by the trappings of 
a consumerist society, which profoundly affects young psyches (An & Su-
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sannah, 2011; Hill, 2011). The preoccupation with self-gratifi cation and 
material acquisition has been evidenced and documented by numerous re-
searches. For instance, over the previous three decades, the United States 
has seen a marked decline in community and civic engagement among 
young people, while there is a simultaneously display of greater material-
ist and narcissistic values (Konrath, O’Brien, & Hsing, 2011; Myers-Lipton, 
1998). A meta-analytic study of age cohorts by Konrath, O’Brien, and Hs-
ing (2011) particularly found signifi cant declines in Empathetic Concern 
and Perspective Taking, as well as increases in violence and bullying. These 
trends pose a challenge for a liberal education system whose primary goal 
is to encourage students to engage with society in ways that are not neces-
sarily profi t- or acquisition-oriented. Unfortunately, higher education has 
been unsuccessful in stemming or redirecting these alarming social pat-
terns. Quite conversely, more than just continuing to feed a system that is 
clearly unhealthy and unsustainable (Chickering, 2004), college education 
itself is now a public target of criticism due to sharp increases in tuition 
costs (Marklein, 2011).

On the other hand, the college setting is a prime opportunity for edu-
cators to engage young adults when they may be most receptive to inner 
transformative experiences. Away from the familiar environments of their 
families, college should be a time where students question, test, and refi ne 
the values with which they have grown up. Teachers should be able to use 
their classrooms and course contents as a medium to facilitate students’ 
deepening sense of self and others. Rather than merely impart facts and 
knowledge to their students, educators should have more opportunities to 
help students see themselves as part of the bigger whole of society, where 
they should seek to align their work with society’s needs and challenges. 
Indeed, an ideal educational situation would be one where students receive 
both the inner transformation and deeper sense of self to enter the world 
fully mature, as well as the practical knowledge to make their tangible im-
pact. I propose that contemporary liberal education, with the tools and the 
foundation in spiritual, can help students become both prepared to work 
and prepared to serve society.

THE RESPECTIVE ROLES OF SERVICE-LEARNING AND MIND-
BODY WISDOM IN DEVELOPING WHOLE STUDENTS

Imparting Inner Fulfi llment: Mind-Body Enhancement Techniques

Finding a widely agreeable defi nition of spirituality is diffi cult, for rea-
sons already well-established in research literature (Dyson, Cobb, & Forman, 
1997; George, Larsons, Koenig, & McCullough, 2000). For the purpose of 
this chapter, I use the term “spirituality” broadly, to generally include states 
of mind and body that broadly allow one to see oneself in a harmonious 
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and mutually benefi cial relationship with oneself and one’s social and natu-
ral surroundings. There exist innumerable contemplative practices (prayer, 
meditation, yoga, etc.) that facilitate an individual’s connection with their 
inner self, connection to society, and to some form of higher power.

Although modern education still struggles with how to treat non-secular 
topics outside of a purely academic forum, spiritual groups and spiritual 
learning nevertheless abound in campuses across the nation. As Kuh & Go-
nyea (2006) note, the foundations of many well-recognized liberal educa-
tion institutions originally rested on transmitting religious/spiritual values. 
Additionally, college students often experience spiritual growth during 
their college years, which is accompanied by academic improvements (As-
tin & Astin, 2010).Currently, spirituality and moral wisdom for various rea-
sons are becoming increasingly active parts of certain academic curricula; 
such as nursing, where having a spiritual sensitivity is considered a key com-
ponent to patient care (Dyson, Cobb, & Forman, 1997; Pesut, 2003); and 
business ethics, where spirituality or religiosity is considered a foundation 
for employing ethical and socially responsible business practices (Cavanagh 
& Bandsuch, 2002; Jurkiewicz & Giacalone, 2004).

Jurkiewicz & Giacalone (2004) additionally cite a paradigm shift where 
the workplace itself is increasingly viewed as a venue for workers to express 
themselves and their contribution to the world, rather than strictly as a 
vocation for earning wages. As with the underlying spiritual, religious, or 
philosophical systems from which they stem, mind-body awareness prac-
tices are becoming increasingly popular in people’s everyday lives. For 
instance, yoga and meditation are now promoted in some workplaces as 
part of employee wellness programs. There exists good reason for employ-
ers to promote these kinds of practices. Such techniques are known to en-
hance feelings of compassion, empathy, and connectedness in practitioners 
(Hutcherson, Seppala, & Gross, 2008). Physical benefi ts like increased re-
laxation and better focus (Feldman, Greeson, & Senville, 2010), more rest-
ful sleep (Vera et al., 2009), and injury recovery (Schmid et al., 2012)have 
also been reported in research literature. Practices that have been tested in-
clude, but are not limited to, yoga, transcendental meditation, and prayer. 
The positive qualities that mind-body systems elicit are highly desirable for 
college-aged students, both for succeeding school and for accepting the 
responsibilities of society. By providing curricula that introduce students 
to mind-body enhancement techniques, we stand to not just help students 
seize the opportunities of a liberal education, but to prepare them to mean-
ingfully and positively engage in the world. But despite an emerging spiritu-
al dimension in various occupational disciplines, the larger consciousness 
of mainstream society, and correspondingly of higher education, has yet to 
grasp and embrace the importance of viewing work and life as more than 
the acquisition of wealth.
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My own experience with the pursuit of spirituality came when I started 
my graduate studies in the United States. Faced with culture shock and the 
workload of graduate school, I found myself feeling deeply depressed and 
homesick, wondering what greater purpose my life held beyond achieving 
the next higher step in the career ladder. In search of friends in this for-
eign culture, I found myself befriending members of church communities. 
They seemed to exhibit a sense of earnestness and purity that reminded 
me somewhat of life during my youth in post-Mao China, where a sense of 
communal and national unity was still extremely strong; despite our rela-
tive poverty, the sense of equality and working for something bigger than 
ourselves brought individuals and families together in a way that no longer 
exists in either that country or the West. Although I never identifi ed with 
a particular religion, I appreciated the values that they tried to instill; I 
found that there could indeed be much more to life than simply fi nancial 
or career-centered fulfi llment.

I continued to attend these kinds of events throughout my graduate 
school career. This spiritual pursuit of the meaning and purpose of life 
eventually led me to the practice of yoga and meditation, and later, Qigong. 
These put me directly and deeply in touch with my spiritual self and my au-
thentic self. I felt whole again. My physical, emotional, and spiritual beings 
were fi nally in alignment. I felt an expansive state of beingness that allowed 
me to tap into the universal energy. I felt love and became more loving. I 
naturally began eating a vegan diet because of an enhanced connection 
with animals and the environment. I also slept better at night, handled 
the stress of my PhD program better, and felt that my life was inherently 
imbued with a greater sense of purpose.

The aforementioned experiences were much different from what I felt 
and witnessed in the academia, which seemed to be singularly focused on 
reputation-building through research production. Although I could not 
articulate my thoughts or feelings at the time, I began to feel that there 
should be some way in which I could help others through my scholarly 
work, or at least a way to express my values through the work that I did. As 
my thoughts and goals over the years have shifted toward performing val-
ues- or spiritually-informed work, I have found that many of the existential 
inadequacies that I once felt are dissipating. In this regard, my goal as an 
educator is to help students see the intrinsic value that education holds in 
shaping their own views of the world and how they can engage with society 
in a more holistic way. For example, I hope that students will begin to see 
themselves as more than compartmentalized or insignifi cant components 
of a world that they can’t control, or are uninterested in changing. I believe 
that truly understanding the world starts with understanding oneself—that 
the recognition of one’s values and inner state of being can lead to a more 
aligned and meaningful career trajectory.
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From Ethereal to Practical: Service-Learning Pedagogy

Given a review of the relevant research, it is clear that spiritual tech-
niques and values clearly have a growing place to be openly discussed and 
explored in a formal educational setting. However, despite the best intent 
of college educators and the practical relevance of mind-body techniques, 
nontraditional courses still face resistance and skepticism in today’s educa-
tion system. Increasing college tuition and public criticism about the “re-
turn on investment” of college degrees now force educators to consider 
the product value of the knowledge they provide; that is, does the course 
teach a set of skills and knowledge that easily and immediately translate 
to a matching job description in the fi eld of study? Although mind-body 
practices are important for developing students’ “macro” world view, and 
can even assist students in performing better in school through a variety 
of physical and psychological enhancements, critics will undoubtedly ques-
tion the “direct benefi t” of teaching such disciplines in a class.

In order to enhance their “real-world applicability,” meditative practices 
can be combined with other innovative teaching pedagogies to create a 
more holistic experience, where students both experience internal trans-
formative processes and a macro-understanding of global interconnected-
ness; as well as develop skill sets, knowledge, and real-world experience that 
helps inform and focus their meditative enlightenment, and which are di-
rectly applicable to succeeding in a professional workforce.

Service learning is one such pedagogy that is highly compatible with the 
goals of developing mind-body wisdom, and still very practical for students’ 
life skills development. The relationship between service-learning peda-
gogy and the philosophical underpinnings of spirituality or moral values 
has been extensively examined (Welch & Koth, 2009). The close relation-
ship between mind-body techniques and public service should perhaps be 
unsurprising, given the emphasis placed by many religious faiths and other 
groups that embody a “mind-body wisdom” component, on community 
engagement and conducting selfl ess service as a path to spiritual develop-
ment. Service-learning is defi ned by the National and Community Service 
Act of 1990 as:

…a method under which students or participants learn and develop through 
active participation in thoughtfully organized service that is conducted in and 
meets the needs of a community;… helps foster civic responsibility; and that 
is integrated into and enhances the academic curriculum of the students, or 
the educational components of the community service program in which the 
participants are enrolled; and provides structured time for the students or 
participants to refl ect on the service experience. (The National Community 
and Service Act of 1990, 1990)



  Service Learning as Civic and Spiritual Engagement • 291

The intersection of didactic and applied learning is hardly a new con-
cept, whose roots lie in the classic liberal philosophers—John Locke and 
Emmanuel Kant, among others (Rocheleau, 2004). However, it is educa-
tional philosopher John Dewey who is perhaps the most infl uential pro-
ponent of a service-learning education (Giles & Eyler, 1994). Rather than 
educating for the purpose of contributing to the community, Dewey be-
lieved that education itself must actually occur in and through the com-
munity (Rocheleau, 2004). Dewey further proposed that education should 
play a lead role in social transformation for an equitable distribution of 
resources and opportunity (Saltmarsh, 1996). In short, service learning is 
a “learning by doing” methodology, where the learner is given the agency 
to become an engaged contributor in the community. Ultimately, the goal 
is twofold: to “promote positive civic and academic outcomes [emphasis 
added]”(Parker-Gwin & Mabry, 1998). Service learning holds students ac-
countable for what they learn in the classroom by placing them in real-
world environments. Students thus develop a greater sense of agency when 
they can accomplish a major project, and they can observe fi rst-hand the 
direct relationship between their classroom studies and the real world. To 
this end, service-learning produces two very desirable outcomes: 1) make 
students aware of, and give them experience with, the opportunities and 
importance of working with organizations and companies oriented toward 
social benefi cence(Feldman, Greeson, & Senville, 2010); and 2) develop 
students’ ability to think and work in the real world.

The positive academic outcomes of service learning are well document-
ed. Although much research on service learning has been conducted on 
a localized (single-institution) level, typically utilizing small sample sizes 
(Batchelder & Root, 1994), fi ndings across studies have consistently re-
vealed positive academic and life skills outcomes for students. For instance 
Batchelder & Root’s (1994) fi ndings suggested that service-learning stu-
dents had greater cognitive awareness and resolution to act in ambiguous or 
complex social problems. Large-sample studies across multiple institutions 
have further confi rmed these earlier studies and given greater credibility to 
the fi eld. Large-sample, multiple-institution studies found results that were 
consistent with previous, less rigorous studies, including increased grade 
point average, increased knowledge in fi eld or discipline, increased time 
devoted to studying and homework, greater likelihood of preparing for 
graduate or professional school, and greater social self-confi dence (Astin 
& Sax, 1998; Eyler, Giles, & Braxton, 1997). Incorporating service learning 
into the curriculum also reinforces social integration. For instance, Myers-
Lipton (1998) found that students who participated in service-learning 
classes experienced increases in sense of civic responsibility and civic be-
havior. Similarly, Sax (2000) notes that, “… research has documented that, 
at least among college students, course-based service has a stronger effect 
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on promoting students’ sense of civic responsibility than does service con-
ducted independently or through the curriculum.”

I have integrated service learning into my own coursework since begin-
ning my faculty career, and it has become a cornerstone of my teaching 
pedagogy. Service-learning and experience-based learning—“learning by 
doing”—give students the opportunity to put into practice what they learn 
in the classroom. In my course reviews, students have been highly positive 
about their service-learning experiences. Returning to the aforementioned 
major goals or outcomes of service-learning, students indeed feel that they 
have gained very valuable life skills by putting into practice the theories I 
teach in class. Perhaps more importantly, they also connect to society in 
real, tangible ways. The professional organizations with whom my students 
have worked have been very impressed with what students can accomplish. 
These organizations shared how impressed they were with how much stu-
dents cared about many of the social issues they were tackling. Hearing 
such positive comments from the “clients” has signifi cantly boosted stu-
dents’ confi dence and enhanced their conscience and care for the public 
and the disadvantaged.

INTEGRATING MIND-BODY AWARENESS WITH SERVICE 
LEARNING PEDAGOGY: A PROPOSED CURRICULUM

Service-learning and mind-body techniques have a close relationship to 
each other. Religious texts from across cultures and time speak of the im-
portance of outreach and helping one’s fellow man in order to achieve 
spiritual enlightenment. Welch & Koth (2009) describe the relationship be-
tween spiritual fulfi llment and service learning as a process of inhaling and 
exhaling. Spirituality (“inhaling”) fi lls a person with inner nourishment, 
while service learning (“exhalation”) is the giving back of that nourishment 
to one’s environment. Thus, the integration of service-learning practicum 
and a spiritual-based didactic may be a potential method to help students 
fully understand the practical role of mind-body wisdom in everyday life.

In order to synthesize both mind-body practices and doing good in the 
world, I propose a semester-long undergraduate course where students ex-
plore a variety of mind-body techniques in the classroom, as well as learning 
about various spiritual practices throughout the world and spiritual/social 
leaders in history. Students then match with local organizations and com-
panies conducting outreach work and public service in the community. Stu-
dents are required to refl ect on the relationship between what they learn 
about self-transcendence in the classroom and their experiences helping 
others in the real world. Due to the advanced nature of the material, I antic-
ipate such a course being tailored to upperclassmen, who have already ma-
triculated into specifi c majors and have knowledge from advanced course-
work that they can bring to the class. In class students will learn about, 
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and practice, various mind-body techniques, such as yoga, meditation, and 
other contemplative practices. Although mind-body wisdom and spiritual-
ity have a tendency to be grouped with major religious groups that practice 
them, this goal of this course is for students to explore the methods of 
personal transcendence with which they personally most resonate, regard-
less of any religious or sectarian affi liation. Each week in the beginning 
portion of the semester, students would be introduced to a different kind 
of contemplative practice. Throughout the semester, they will write their 
thoughts, personal changes, and the challenges they face as they fi nd and 
practice a method that they prefer.

To tie in service-learning to contemplative practices, refl ect on their 
own experiences in service-learning, as well as learn about how social lead-
ers have been informed or driven by their respective faiths (e.g., Ghandi, 
Mother Theresa, Martin Luther King, Jr., etc.) (Koth, 2003). Although such 
leaders may identify with a particular religion, the point for students to un-
derstand is that the specifi c religion serves as a vehicle for conveying under-
lying spiritual values to the practical needs of society. Students will refl ect 
on these individuals through research papers, and how the students feel 
they can relate to these individuals (e.g., “How does the student feel he/
she relates to this particular individual, if at all?,” “What admirable qualities 
does this person possess?,” “What about the quality of their social cause?,” 
“Is it right to include a spiritual or sectarian ideology (e.g., missionaries) 
in social benefi cence?,” etc.). Additionally, students will be asked to write 
about how they feel their internal spiritual and mental state is connected to 
conducting socially benefi cent work. Such a course is designed to be par-
ticipatory and refl ective in nature. Students will be evaluated based on their 
participation with the service-learning project and in the class, and their 
written refl ections on classroom and service-learning material.

This proposed course is ideal for addressing the major needs in pub-
lic relations higher education. Service-learning pedagogies have been ap-
plied to a diverse array of academic disciplines, including Sociology (Ever-
ett, 1998; Lowe & Reisch, 1998; Marullo, 1998), Information Systems and 
Computer Science (Citurs, 2009; Lawler, 2011), Chemistry (Draper, 2004), 
Business (Wessel & Godshalk, 2004), and—my own fi eld—Public Relations. 
Similarly, every discipline contains relevant ethics and principles that must 
be taught to students, and thus the applicability of teaching a foundational 
sense of spirituality and mind-body awareness. This is particularly impor-
tant for public relations, which has long been perceived as a fi eld lacking in 
ethics and where practitioners have been called “spin doctors.” The Com-
mission on Public Relations Education particularly identifi ed personal eth-
ics as an essential trait for public relations curricula to develop in students 
(Commission on Public Relations Education, 2006)—a call that has been 
reinforced by scholars and practitioners alike (Bowen, 2005; Edgett, 2002; 
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Fitzpatrick & Gauthier, 2001; Heath, 2007). Teaching students to see them-
selves as agents of positive and socially benefi cial change is an effective fi rst 
step in improving the fi eld’s public perception, and more broadly how the 
fi eld’s future leaders can do their part to improve organizational responsi-
bility to the public. Additionally, utilizing practice-based learning addresses 
another major point of contention in public relations curricula—balancing 
the teaching of practice and execution, with the teaching of theory and 
strategy. Public relations is an applied fi eld of practice, and service-learning 
is an educational pedagogy that allows students to put into practice their 
classroom studies.

The teaching of spirituality in the classroom is a decidedly ambiguous 
challenge, let alone teaching in conjunction with service learning. Despite 
the contemporary body of research literature and historical/sectarian texts 
drawing clear connections between achieving higher awareness and mak-
ing contributions to society, formally engaging the practice mind-body wis-
dom still lies in the periphery of the academy’s educational objectives. In 
our fervor to prevent any kind bias leaking into our classrooms—perhaps 
as partly a defense against the “liberal academic” stereotype, and partly a 
defense against “wasting” students’ time and money on extraneous mate-
rial—any discussion of such deeply personal topics as spirituality and faith 
have been shut out of the classroom. However, it is the eschewing of these 
very principles that have led to the unfortunate state of our sociocultural 
values described in my introduction. The shunning of spirituality can itself 
be seen as an oppression of a very important component of students’ lives 
(Kessler, 1998). Given the unstable sociopolitical, economic, and natural 
conditions of the world that students enter, it is particularly important that 
we show them that not only is their inner self the cornerstone of who they 
are, but that this can manifest in real, tangible ways. The use of service 
learning is perhaps the most practical method for conveying this message.

CONCLUSION

In the age of cost containment and increased resource competition, it is un-
likely that liberal education will harken back to the days when it bestowed 
foundational knowledge and principles upon a young citizenry, often for 
the pure sake of preserving and perpetuating knowledge. Now, academic 
institutions are the vehicles to prepare young people to enter vocations 
requiring highly specialized technical knowledge, with a smattering of criti-
cal thinking to get around the next obstacle to a better quarterly earnings 
report. As this trend continues, at least for the foreseeable future, programs 
will be forced to cut more and more “non-essential” courses (foreign lan-
guages and classics studies have already been slashed at major universities 
across the US) from the curriculum. The investigation of personal spiritual 
awakening and mind-body awareness, maintains a contentious place in the 
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academy for a variety of reasons—amongst others, we are hesitant to col-
lectively explore any broader discussion of personal spirituality in fear of 
offending people’s sense of religiosity, although the two are not one in the 
same; and spirituality does not produce an apparent return on investment 
or have an immediate workforce application. Adopting a “practicum-based” 
pedagogy may help infuse an otherwise spiritually adverse intellectual land-
scape with a sense of direction higher than preparation for a lifetime of 
profi t-driven labor. Service learning is the pedagogy that effectively conveys 
the teachings and principles of spiritual practices, by utilizing the tools and 
syntax that faculty are now expected to impart to their students.
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CHAPTER 18

MINDFULNESS MEDITATION 
AND SERVICE LEARNING

Complementary Ways of Knowing

Jared Featherstone

Although I had been practicing meditation for 10 years and teaching for 7, 
the idea of combining these two activities did not occur to me until I was 
at a remote rural orphanage in the Dominican Republic with 12 university 
students. On that trip, unlike our daily university life, it seemed somewhat 
natural for us to gather in a circle at sunrise to practice mindfulness medi-
tation in the middle of a fi eld. Removed from our routines and familiar 
surroundings, accompanied by the sounds of crowing roosters and tropical 
birds, we were all more open to other forms of teaching and learning. After 
receiving positive feedback from the students on that fi rst trip, I incorpo-
rated mindfulness meditation into subsequent trips to Belize, Costa Rica, 
and New Orleans. The nature of the trips and the introduction of mind-
fulness meditation allowed the students to experience a more subjective, 
embodied way of knowing.

In this chapter, I will explore the relationships between mindfulness 
practice and service learning. Using my own observations, along with ex-
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cerpts from student writing and interviews, I will examine each of the four 
trips in terms of the location and project, the introduction of mindfulness 
meditation, the aspects of defamiliarization and removal from technology, 
the evidence of embodied learning, and the connection made between in-
ner and outer worlds.

ORIGINS AND APPLICATIONS OF MINDFULNESS

Before delving into the methods that evolved for incorporating mindful-
ness into service-learning trips, I’d like to give some context for mindfulness 
practice. A common working defi nition for mindfulness meditation is the 
practice of deliberately focusing on one’s moment-to-moment experience 
(Kabat-Zinn, 1990). Many teachers also add the clarifi cation that this focus 
on momentary experience is done without reactivity or judgment about 
that experience (Jha, 2012). During mindfulness meditation, practitioners 
typically choose a focus or anchor for their intention, such as bodily sensa-
tions, breathing, or sound. Once an anchor is established, the practitioner 
keeps a gentle focus on the chosen object, bringing attention back to the 
attentional anchor when the mind wanders.

Although mindfulness meditation has direct historical roots to the 
2500-year-old teachings of the Buddha (Kabat-Zinn, 1990, p. 2), much of 
the practice, as taught in modern universities and clinical settings, is in the 
form of the more secularized versions such as Mindfulness Based Stress 
Reduction (MBSR) and Mindfulness Based Cognitive Therapy (MBCT). 
These practices are now taught and used widely in hospitals, rehabilitation 
centers, universities, and businesses in the U.S. (Kabat-Zinn, 1990). Studies 
in neuroscience and psychology have given scientifi c validity to the positive 
health effects of mindfulness practice, including lower stress levels (Gross-
man, Niemann, Schmidt, & Walach, 2004), decreased anxiety and depres-
sion (Kabat-Zinn, 1990, p. 336), and improvement in working memory and 
attention (Jha, 2012).

Although not as formalized as the applications in psychology, medicine, 
and neuroscience, mindfulness practices have also been applied in educa-
tional settings. The Center for Contemplative Mind in Society, founded in 
1991, has facilitated the application of mindfulness and other contempla-
tive practices into various professional settings, including higher education 
(Bush, 2011). In 1997, The Center’s Contemplative Practice Fellowships 
began helping faculty in any discipline infuse contemplative practice into 
their curriculum. Since the program’s founding, contemplative practice 
has been infused into economics, physics, literature, law, business, environ-
mental policy, social work, medicine, studio art, design, chemistry, and so-
cial justice, among other disciplines (Bush, 2011).

One central rationale for including contemplative practice such as mind-
fulness meditation in university courses is to alleviate what some consider to 
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be a crisis in modern education, the over-reliance on objective knowledge 
and the under-reliance on subjective, fi rst-hand, embodied knowledge 
(Rockefeller, 2006, p. 1783; Zajonc, 2006). Addressing this problem, Kah-
ane (2011) brought together experiential learning and mindfulness prac-
tice in courses that incorporated service learning, setting up a “dialectic be-
tween ‘third-person’ texts…and ‘fi rst person’ inquiry based on meditative 
and contemplative practices” (p. 22). He found that mindfulness was useful 
for students in the course, allowing them “to remain present in the face of 
complexity and diffi culty, and to notice what shifts when they can sustain 
this mindfulness” (p. 22).

Defamiliarization

The term “defamiliarization” originally comes from art theory as a way to 
describe the way in which art can make familiar places, objects, or practices 
feel unfamiliar. This term was fi rst articulated this way by art theorist Viktor 
Shklovskij in 1917 (Crawford, 1984). King (2004) applied the term to the 
service learning experience of college students, noting how the students 
saw their own habits, preferences, and home life differently after experi-
encing a radically different culture. I will use the term similarly to show 
how both the mindfulness practice and the cultural setting alter the way my 
students saw their habitual actions and thinking.

The Problem of Technology Dependence

One common obstacle to experiencing mindful presence and embodied 
knowledge, for modern college students, is technology dependence. A 
study released in 2010 by the International Center for Media and the Pub-
lic Agenda found that students unplugged from media for only 24 hours 
described the experience in terms that mirrored those of drug and alcohol 
addicts, feeling anxious and disconnected even during a short period of 
deprivation(“Students Addicted to Social Media—New UM Study,” 2010). 
Signifi cantly, the project director Susan Moeller said students reported hav-
ing more “quality and depth” in their conversations during the unplugged 
period (Hough, 2011).

Methodology

The methodology for the current study can be characterized as the Wis-
dom of Practice, a genre within the scholarship of teaching and learning. 
Weimer (2006) outlines four approaches to the wisdom of practice, the 
most applicable of which is termed “personal accounts of change” (p. 56), 
which introduces a change that “better ‘fi ts’ the confi gurations of a par-
ticular kind of content, the instructional setting, the goals of the instructor, 
the learning needs of students, or some combination of these” (p. 57). In 
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the current study, the change introduced was the inclusion of mindfulness 
meditation instruction in a service-learning context.

The immediate context for the current study is the Alternative Break Pro-
gram at James Madison University, started in 1992 as a way to offer students 
experiential learning (“About ABP,” n.d.). The program sends students all 
across the US and abroad for service projects. Not only is the experiential 
focus of the program consistent with mindfulness practice, the “simple liv-
ing” philosophy of the program also removes students from their comfort 
zones. Students sign a contract to refrain from alcohol and drugs and live 
at poverty level, only with necessities, eating budget foods. Cell phones, 
laptops, and iPods are to be used minimally if at all on trips. The program 
strives to produce “active citizens” and encourages both direct experience 
and refl ection on that experience(“About ABP,” n.d.). The 300-level cours-
es that included service trips were offered by the School of Writing, Rheto-
ric, and Technical Communication.

DOMINICAN REPUBLIC

In the Spring of 2009, I went on my fi rst Alternative Break trip with James 
Madison University Students to Jaibon, a small rural town in the Domini-
can Republic, to do service work in an orphanage and in local schools. 
On this trip, I had the role of Learning Partner, which meant that I was 
not primarily in a leadership role. The student leaders would handle the 
decision-making, logistics, and management. I was there to fi nd the learn-
ing opportunities and add depth to the experience.

Despite the diligence of the student leaders in explaining the simple 
living aspect of the trip and discussing it with the group before the trip, we 
were all a bit surprised at just how simple our accommodations turned out 
to be. We slept in bare, cement-block barracks on the orphanage grounds 
on two-by-four bunk beds shrouded in mosquito nets. The orphanage was 
not accustomed to having so many volunteers (we were one of several 
schools there), so the electricity and plumbing were often not working. 
The barracks were in a gated, locked compound guarded by an old man 
with a shotgun. Our project in Jaibon was to help with repairs and building 
projects at the orphanage and to teach English lessons at a local school a 
few miles away. Examples of projects at the orphanage included making 
bunk beds for volunteers, planting trees, and building a movie screen for 
the children to watch movies. Groups of volunteers were given English vo-
cabulary lessons (days of the week, colors, animals) and told to come up 
with creative ways of teaching the elementary school students.

Early in the week, my meditation practice came up in a conversation 
with some students. Word spread through the group, curiosity grew, and 
we planned a sunrise sitting. I was surprised at their immediate interest and 
willingness. At sunrise, to the sound of crowing roosters and singing tropi-
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cal birds, everyone stumbled out to the fi eld near our sleeping quarters. We 
made a circle of plastic chairs, and I guided them through a basic mindful-
ness sitting, drawing their attention to bodily sensations, breathing, and 
sound, instructing them to gently return their attention to these present-
moment anchors when their minds drifted into thoughts about the future 
or past. The whole event probably lasted only 20–30 minutes. Students were 
smiling at the close of the sit and seemed to enjoy their calm state. Some 
seemed to have drifted dangerously close to sleep.

One of the student trip leaders, Lauren, saw the mindfulness training as 
enhancing her immersion in the service-learning experience and helping 
cohesion of the group.

I think during the meditation session I felt really able to take in the whole 
experience that was happening…It was a great way for me to readjust my 
attitude and put into perspective everything about the trip I had helped to 
plan for the past six months…I also think it was a way for us to bond more as 
a group, having shared such a unique moment together…It helped us learn 
about something new which is one of the goals of the ASB program as well.

Another participant, who attended this trip and the trip to Belize, noted 
the way meditation affected the group.

By exploring meditation with the Dominican Republic and Belize groups, I 
felt that the groups became closer, because we connected within a moment 
that can’t be described or shared by anyone else. We each had an experience 
that was unique and intimate to ourselves, our group, and that trip, which 
brought us together.

I hadn’t considered the signifi cance of these students sharing another 
new experience together. Not only were they experiencing a new place, 
they were also trying a practice that went against most of the cultural con-
ditioning they had undergone growing up in the United States, specifi cally 
the tendencies to be future-oriented and to seek distraction when bored. 
Like the trip itself, the meditation circle had also brought them together.

During the sit and throughout the week, sound was defamiliarizing to 
our senses. In addition to the tropical heat and the food, rooster and tropi-
cal bird calls were clear signals that we were not at home, that this was a dif-
ferent place. Students said that these sounds stood out to them during the 
sitting, and descriptions of these sounds appeared in journal entries. An-
other ongoing defamiliarizing element for us was the primary use of Span-
ish language. Although some locals could speak some basic English, they 
generally spoke to each other in Spanish. The school children we taught 
were far more comfortable with Spanish. Most of my volunteer students had 
the humbling experience of being reduced to a child’s level of vocabulary. 
In addition, the doorless classrooms and seemingly lawless playground bore 
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little resemblance to the American school atmosphere most of us were ac-
customed to. These classrooms were very low-tech, as was the local commu-
nity, so my students had little choice about remaining unplugged.

Most students who brought cell phones found that they did not work 
in Jaibon. The fact that electricity was sporadic at our barracks made it 
diffi cult to keep any devices charged, even if students were trying to use 
iPods or laptops. The place did not have internet available to volunteers. 
Despite being abruptly cut off, I did not hear much complaining from the 
students or see symptoms of withdrawal. Instead, I saw that they quickly 
bonded to each other under these circumstances, as noted by the previ-
ously mentioned participants. Again, the shock of their surroundings, in 
addition to this camaraderie, may have made it easier to disconnect from 
their technology.

Lauren, who participated in both the Dominican Republic and Belize 
trips, noted that the meditation helped her process the trip experience.

I feel that meditation greatly impacted my experience on both the Dominican 
Republic and Belize service-learning trips. I felt that things happened very 
quickly on these trips, and both experiences were a lot to take in. Meditation 
helped me slow down, integrate my senses into my cognitive experience, and 
live within the moment…I feel that I have very detailed and vivid memories 
of both trips because of the meditation sessions.

Her comment about integrating senses is signifi cant in that the senses 
are an essential component of embodied learning. The senses are often 
referred in meditation practice as gateways to the present moment. We par-
ticularly use bodily sensations and sound as objects of focus. Through the 
meditation instructions, students are given a method to experience an en-
vironment intimately. Through meditation, she was able to get closer to this 
new place, experiencing it subjectively.

Overall, the circumstances of the trip created an outer container for 
mindful immersion in the present, one that paralleled the instructions 
given in the mindfulness meditation. The students seemed to come to an 
understanding about what it means to focus on their immediate experience 
and how to do it. Before the trip, on the way to the airport, I had heard 
much of the typical student concerns and complaints about grades, rela-
tionships, roommates, professors, and parents. I noticed that this university-
talk soon diminished when we got to Jaibon to the point that it seemed 
strange when someone alluded to some detail of campus life. The students 
were learning to keep their minds and their bodies in the same place.

BELIZE

After seeing the impact on students and the unique learning environment 
in the Dominican Republic, I decided to design a writing course that in-
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cluded an alternative break trip to Belize. The course would focus on per-
sonal narrative essays and travel writing. My idea was to give the students 
the storytelling tools they would need to convey the signifi cance of their 
experience to themselves and to readers, something many students report 
struggling with upon returning home. They said it was hard to enable their 
peers to understand and to integrate what they learned on the trip into 
their “normal” lives back home, and I intended the course to help with this 
integration.

In Belize, we helped local volunteers in the small town of San Ignacio 
to build a shelter for homeless teens on a nearby farm. Again, we lived 
in simple conditions, eating basic local food, and staying unplugged from 
technology. Our guesthouse was in the middle of a modest neighborhood, 
a mix of small well-kept homes and declining shacks in which stray dogs 
roamed about. We were walking distance from the local volunteer organiza-
tion and the small, dusty downtown of San Ignacio. We were in a place that 
bore little resemblance to our university town.

One major difference in the Belize trip was that, because it was part of a 
semester-long course, I had 8 weeks of class time to get to know these stu-
dents and prepare them for the trip. I had the chance to explore the simple 
living idea in more depth. We were able to read a bit about the history of 
Belize and get some sense of the culture, including the more relaxed view 
of time that pervades many Central American countries.

Knowing the potential impact of the practice and already having some 
rapport with these students, I decided to teach mindfulness meditation on 
our fi rst day in Belize. At Cahal Pech, a famous Mayan ruin located on 
a hilltop at the outskirts of town, we spent time climbing over the struc-
tures and steps, walking through tunnels and archways, wandering through 
grassy courtyards, and sitting in the shade of the lush trees. Eventually, we 
gathered on a stone platform or altar, the highest point of the ruins, and sat 
in a circle to try mindfulness meditation.

Again, I guided the students through body, breath, and sound aware-
ness. Again, we had the tropical birds and insect sounds to defamiliarize 
them and perhaps give an easy object for a wandering attention to return 
to. We had the contrast of the tropical heat with the snowy March condi-
tions we had left behind in Virginia. When they opened their eyes, I said, 
“Now you’ve actually arrived in Belize. Welcome.” They seemed to know 
what I meant, intuitively. We refl ected for a bit on the experience, and stu-
dents shared the discoveries and diffi culties of their fi rst meditation experi-
ence before moving on with the day. The next morning we would meet the 
Belizean volunteers and travel to the work site.

As with the Dominican Republic, language had a defamiliarizing effect 
on us. Though the offi cial language of Belize is English, the locals spoke a 
creole slang that included English words and variations, all delivered with 
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a distinct accent that made it sound almost like another language. Though 
the students tried to learn the proper infl ection of the creole slang, the 
conversations around us were constant reminders that we were not home. 
Again, students could not rely on their technological distractions to get by. 
The work schedule and social life of the group did not permit much time 
to be idle. The group’s intention was to connect with the local culture, so 
after work, we went to dance classes, musical performances, and events in 
the town. Downtime was an opportunity for bonding with fellow students, 
resting in the shade, or exploring their immediate surroundings. They did 
as the locals did.

The removal from technology and the clash between the North Ameri-
can and the Central American attitudes toward time again knocked stu-
dents out of their comfort zones and gave them an opportunity to focus 
more on the present moment as a way to cope. As my students in the Do-
minican Republic experienced, the locals in Belize did not seem to hold 
the concept of time as a commodity to be lost or gained. They did not seem 
obsessed with fi lling or using time or keeping a tight schedule. We had to 
become accustomed to not knowing exactly what time our meals would 
be available or what they might consist of. We had to adjust to being told 
a time to be ready only to have our driver show up 20, 30, or 60 minutes 
later. Again, we could not count on precise, scheduled transportation. Vans 
broke down. Drivers took random, unannounced stops to conduct personal 
business. One could either fi ght the system in futility or go along with it and 
try not to let it be a bother. As in meditation, they learned to accept condi-
tions as they are. The mindfulness meditation instructions point out the dif-
ference between sensory phenomena and the way in which thoughts color 
our experience of those phenomena. Meditators are more readily able to 
see when their minds are creating a story about how things should be, as 
opposed to accepting how things are in the current moment.

The daily, intense physical labor of construction work on a farm forced 
students to embody what they were learning. Most of the students grew up 
in urban middle to upper class neighborhoods. Doing construction work in 
temperatures exceeding 100 degrees was not normal to us. We spent hours 
in this tropical heat shoveling dirt, mixing concrete, fi lling sandbags, car-
rying tires, swinging pickaxes, and lifting heavy bags of cement to build the 
walls and foundation of this sustainable dwelling. Though the physically 
exhausting work and extreme conditions were well outside their comfort 
zones, I did not hear much complaining. It’s diffi cult to say whether their 
resilience had more to do with their belief in the cause or their new ability 
to separate themselves from their judgments, as we practice in meditation.

Because I gave writing assignments that required refl ection, these stu-
dents applied the terminology and concepts of meditation and examined 
the ways in which the culture and circumstances challenged their expecta-
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tions and preferences. The mindfulness practice seemed to help grant the 
students easier access to the more relaxed, less-scheduled life that the Be-
lizeans seemed to live. They were able to embody a different sense of time 
and way of being. The following excerpt from Courtney’s fi nal paper shows 
her newfound awareness of the way Americans commodify time and value 
future-thinking.

We are constantly planning the future, scheduling the future, and worrying 
about the future. We count down days and hours, keep clocks and calendars 
everywhere…If you are only worrying about what is going on in the present, 
there aren’t too many problems that are unsolvable.

She also addressed the fact of technology dependence. We had talked about 
this in class before the trip, but I don’t think the learning occurred until 
students were experiencing this subjectively.

As someone who took pride in being somewhat less dependent on cell phones 
and iPods than others, it was a shock to experience life without the technol-
ogy we have grown accustomed to. I realized how critical my phone actually 
is…The world is a lot quieter without my iPod.

In the following excerpt, Courtney is describing her state of mind during 
the last night in Belize, when the group spent time lounging on a rooftop 
overlooking San Ignacio.

I decided to lie down, my back pressed against the cold ground. I was no lon-
ger a part of me as I looked into the night to see nothing but black, spotted 
with tiny white specks. In that moment I had no contact with the rest of the 
world. I had no phone, camera, or iPod. I was not thinking about what I was 
going to do in the next minute, hour, or day. I was simply soaking everything 
in.

Not only can we see a kind of meditative absorption and inner quiet 
experienced here, we can also see the boundary between self and natural 
surroundings thinning a bit in “I was no longer a part of me.” This reminds 
me of the open awareness end of the meditation spectrum in which one 
experiences an expansive awareness that extends well beyond individual 
thoughts. Here she is embodying a teaching, allowing herself to be ab-
sorbed in present experience in a subjective, experiential way, instead of 
objectively batting around ideas she hasn’t personally felt, the way a typical 
college might do in an essay. This would be the difference in teaching them 
meditation as opposed to simply teaching them about meditation. This is 
embodied learning.
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COSTA RICA

In the spring of 2011, I led a course-based trip to Atenas, Costa Rica. On our 
second day there, we were able to have an early morning meditation session 
in a public park, a relaxed green space at the center of town, a place where 
Ticos seemed to casually hang out at all hours. The time available for the 
sitting was due in part to the fact that our drivers were late, at least accord-
ing to our rigid North American standards of punctuality.

As with the locals of other Central American countries I had visited, the 
Ticos were not worried about losing or wasting time. There was an under-
standing that things happened naturally in their own time and that there 
was no need to watch the clock so much. This moment of morning down-
time seemed like a fi tting opportunity to give the students meditation in-
structions. They were somewhat disoriented, awake at an unusually early 
hour for them, and anxious to “do” something.

We sat in a circle in the grass, under the shade of a large tropical tree. 
Again, the foreign sensory data of morning birdcalls and Spanish conver-
sations provided a great anchor for awareness and a source of defamiliar-
ization. I gave them the instructions, guiding them through awareness of 
breathing, body, and sound. Again, I saw some smiles when the session end-
ed and some looks of surprise or wonder at the new experience. They com-
mented on the vividness of sound during the meditation and the vividness 
of color when they opened their eyes. Some noticed the way the thoughts 
about the upcoming day and week pulled them out of the present moment.

During that week in Costa Rica, even more than on previous trips, the 
American students’ hyper-industriousness collided with the more open, re-
laxed view the locals had toward time and work. My students wanted to 
accomplish something tangible. They wanted to make a mark on the place. 
They wanted to “make a difference,” and to them, a difference was some-
thing measurable. Rather than reading a text that explains the different 
view Costa Ricans have about time and work, my students had to face it in 
reality, on the ground. Inner world meets outer world. To get by, they had 
to embody a different sense of self that didn’t measure their worth or value 
in quantifi able productivity.

We spent the fi rst day picking up trash along the road by a national for-
est. My students fi nished the work the Ticos had planned for the entire day 
in only two hours, and quickly became eager for more work. They counted 
the number of trash bags they had fi lled and wanted to fi ll more. Alicio, 
our young local volunteer and guide, was not worried about getting more 
done and suggested we enjoy the shade of these trees, take a walk in the 
forest, and eat our lunches. The students went along with it, but not long 
after we had eaten our lunches in the shade, some of the students began 
to get anxious. They wanted to “do something” and felt like we weren’t get-
ting much accomplished. They were unnerved by this radically different 
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outlook on work. Even I found myself wondering if this was the best “use” 
of our time. Alicio, who days later we would refer to as our Central Ameri-
can Zen Master, seemed to take some amusement in this but also some 
compassion, complimenting the students on the work they had done early 
and urging them to relax. He suggested that they walk down the path to see 
a particularly beautiful tree. Very soon the students were climbing all over 
this tropical tree and enjoying themselves.

I relate this scene because I think it is good example of the way in which 
the service learning setting creates an outer manifestation of the internal 
experiences students face in trying to unplug from technology, accept 
conditions as they are, and allow their minds to get quieter. When sitting 
earlier that week, students had to face their inner distractions of wanting 
to get on with the day or busy themselves with thoughts of planning or 
problem solving. On the job site, out in the world, they had to face a simi-
lar confrontation of expectations, desires, and reality. The inner and outer 
worlds parallel each other here, and the students are pushed to embody 
new ideas instead of keeping them at arm’s length, as in objective learning. 
Such teachings are diffi cult to plan for, but the circumstances that arise 
in trying to work with locals in a foreign culture seem to bring important 
issues to the surface every time. With meditation practice, I feel like I am 
giving them a way to sit with the confl icts and challenges that arise without 
dismissing new ideas or rejecting them out of hand.

The nightly refl ections we had that week on time, busyness, and clashes 
of expectation carried over into their papers for the class. One student, Ga-
brielle, refl ected on this newfound meditative awareness in her fi nal paper 
and was able to connect it to the new culture around her.

At one point on our trip our professor taught us some basic meditation, which 
was focused on placing yourself in the present and not focusing on anything 
else… It felt appropriate to be doing in a country where I felt like most people 
were living their lives focused this way. I sat trying to focus on the moment 
and listen to the birds whistling, watch the palm trees blow in the wind, and 
feel the grass beneath me, but I could not stop myself from thinking about 
what we were going to do the rest of the day, the week, and even about other 
stresses thousands of miles away at home. Growing up in a culture obsessed 
with focusing on the future, I found it nearly impossible to be completely 
focused on where I was. I practiced a few more times during the week, and I 
started to fi nd myself lying in a beautiful park, enjoying what was around me, 
and thinking about nothing else. I felt like I was overcoming something big 
in my life and that for once I could begin to think more about the present 
rather than the future. I was beginning to understand that you cannot enjoy 
life without enjoying the present. If I am always worried about the future, how 
will I ever enjoy what comes of it.
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Gabrielle’s characterizing of meditation as “appropriate” in the cultural 
context of Atenas shows this intersection of inner and outer worlds, the em-
bodiment of new learning. This natural connection illustrates what I had 
been experiencing as a remarkably easy transition into teaching meditation 
practice in service learning settings, a transition that would be harder to 
make in the traditional classroom setting. Off-campus, out in the unpredict-
able world, mindfulness was a tool they could put to immediate use without 
immediately rejecting it for their home routines and habits of mind. Not 
only were the students taken out of their familiar surroundings and away 
from their technology, they were also placed in a cultural context that chal-
lenged some of their cherished notions about how one is to be in the world. 
Gabrielle shows an awareness of her cultural conditioning and the fact that 
both the mindfulness practice and the Costa Rican culture challenge this 
conditioning. Instead of leaving it at the theoretical, objective level, she 
embodies this learning and makes it personally meaningful.

Another student, Kelsey, focused her entire fi nal paper on the experi-
ence of silence. As a high-energy, very talkative girl, the instructions to be 
silent during a mindfulness sit were quite radical to her. Although she fi rst 
dismissed the idea, she soon decided to investigate it for herself.

I really wondered what I missed when I was busy being loud…When I was not 
talking, I could suddenly see. This theme of silence seemed to continue to 
reoccur for a girl who rarely goes ten minutes without opening her mouth.

In her fi nal paper, she recreated the experience of meditation, showing 
the meditation instructions I gave and what happened in her mind in re-
sponse to these instructions. She describes her mental protests and distrac-
tions but then also tries to recreate a brief moment a full presence that she 
experienced, unknowingly using the classical Buddhist term of “awaken-
ing” to relate her feelings.

Suddenly I was woken up, but not from sleep. It may have only been for a split 
second, but I felt so much lighter when waking up…I was there, in that mo-
ment, even if it was very brief. Instead of sticking out, I managed to really feel 
like an insignifi cant part of the day, the park, and the moment.

In a rather sophisticated move, Kelsey also fi nds a connection between 
the practice of being silent in mindfulness meditation and the circumstance 
of being in a foreign country without being able to speak the language, con-
necting the inner practice to the outer world, as Gabrielle and Courtney 
had done.

I had heard people talk about meditation and its effects. I have always bla-
tantly refused to partake in an experience that kept me from talking. Well, 
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in Costa Rica, where the native language is Spanish, I did not really have a 
choice.

She, too, references the technology dependence and its relationship to 
mindful presence.

The idea of being present in the current situation somehow was easier when 
I did not have my voice or Blackberry.

She goes on to describe how she applied these new ideas of mindful 
presence and technology independence in situations in Costa Rica. In one 
situation, she and her roommate get back to her host house early, and no 
one is home. She then must deal with having down time and no available 
distractions.

Because we did not have any phones, we could not reach anyone to let us in, 
so we sat on the curb and waited. What Jared had said earlier about acting 
and not reacting would not leave my mind. I thought: Wow, this may be quite 
unfortunate, but it sure is a beautiful day outside.

In conversation with a new friend, during this unexpected period of 
downtime, she intuitively applies mindful listening.

I never found the need to say anything in response, like I normally would. I 
just let her tell her story…It was the fi rst time that I was willingly quiet.

Finally, she discusses the confl ict of new and old perspectives, upon her 
return home, a rich topic that deserves its own treatment, but one that 
again illustrates the way in which the service learning experience, includ-
ing a perspective of mindful living, meets the world. In returning home, 
unlike her experience in Costa Rica, her new perspective seems to cause an 
immediate confl ict.

I learned a lot in Costa Rica. The problem was, could I really expect to live 
in the United States, ground zero for my talking addiction, with this new out-
look? Coming back into the US, I did not want to turn on my Blackberry…
I would have texts, BBM’s, emails, Facebook messages, voicemails, Twitter 
“tweets,” and phone calls asking me about my trip.

It was clear to me that the course-based trips that include refl ective writ-
ing and journaling as a component before and after the trip seem to of-
fer great opportunities for students to refl ect on mindfulness, embody the 
practice, and process this new way of being.
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NEW ORLEANS

During the spring 2012 semester, I accompanied students on a service trip 
to New Orleans as a Learning Partner. In this case, as with the trip to the 
Dominican Republic, I did not have a lot of time to get to know the students 
before the trip or much follow-up with them afterwards. Our main project 
was to help a pastor move relief supplies and prepare his facility for volun-
teers. We worked in two warehouses and the church, mostly doing physical 
labor of moving items like doors, appliances, and wood from one place 
to another. This was not what we expected to be doing. Our only pre-trip 
training was learning to cut and hang sheet rock, skills we did not get to 
use in New Orleans. We stayed in a church attic meeting room that served 
as a place for nightly refl ections. Everyone slept on mats and sleeping bags, 
but we had hot water and showers. We also had a kitchen in which we could 
make our meals. In this case, we had more of a communal living arrange-
ment with the group and spent most of our time together.

Both student leaders were enthused about me teaching meditation, so 
we designated a night mid-week for me to introduce the practice before our 
refl ection time. Again, I was surprised at how open students were to trying 
the practice. We cleared away the chairs and sleeping bags from the fl oor 
and sat down in a circle. I guided them through a basic mindful body scan, 
followed by breath and sound awareness. Immediately after the sitting, I 
asked students to tell me how they felt and what they noticed.

Interview responses from students on the trip confi rmed my observa-
tions that the defamiliarization and technology-independence of the ser-
vice learning setting are particularly conducive to introducing mindfulness 
practice to students in a way that is immediately useful.

A student named Phil alluded to these ideas in his interview response:

Practicing guided meditation back home would not have had the same effect. 
Back in Harrisonburg my mind is everywhere. I have things to do and I always 
have my phone on me… all of us were out of our element on the trip. I am 
rarely nervous about anything, but I was nervous before this trip. We all were. 
We were going to be in a foreign place, with strangers, and we were supposed 
to turn our phones off. So, being in the new situation with no distractions 
allowed me to concentrate on meditating. If I were home I would have other 
things on my mind.

It seems that, in Phil’s view, meditation would have been harder to intro-
duce in the context of his daily university life back home. But there the sim-
ple living component and removal from familiar routines seemed to have 
opened a window for him for experiential learning. The mindfulness prac-
tice seems to compliment the hands-on learning and community-building 
happening on the trip. A graduate student named Prabin makes a similar 
connection and ties this practice to the service work itself.
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I feel the guided meditation sessions during our service-learning trip to New 
Orleans complemented the nature and purpose of the trip itself. In a way, 
we were already in a meditative state of mind during the trip because we 
were free from the responsibilities of our day-to-day lives. Further, during our 
stay in New Orleans, we were involved in physical work and living under very 
modest conditions, which I think is quite comparable to the simple lives that 
monks lead in monasteries. Therefore, I feel that the conditions were ideal 
for us to engage in guided meditation sessions.

One important aspect that surfaced was the relationship between the 
sitting and refl ection period. It was useful to sit right before refl ection and 
compare it to the previous night’s refl ection, which did not include medi-
tation. The trip leaders later told me they thought the mindfulness sitting 
had a positive effect on the refl ection that followed in that students were 
more open and patient, more willing to engage deeper subjects because 
they were calm and present. I also noticed this difference in tone during 
the refl ection that followed mindfulness meditation, one consistent with 
Kahane’s (2009) observation that meditating with his class, “brought us 
into the room together, and allowed a calmer and more careful engage-
ment with one another” (p. 55). The students seemed more patient and 
attentive to each other, less pressed to get on to the next activity. Katherine, 
one of the student trip leaders, noted the effect of mindfulness practice on 
her and the group.

I feel that my experience learning about meditation really helped me to relax 
after our long stressful days. I was a little worried about how the group would 
receive the idea of meditation; however these fears were quickly erased. After 
our fi rst session, many of the group members had many questions on how 
to improve their experience. I was really impressed with how open-minded 
the whole group was when involved in a new situation. I think that the intro-
duction to meditation encouraged group cohesion and segued well into our 
nightly refl ections.

In the case of the New Orleans trip, we could see that the mindfulness 
principles helped students connect as a group, perform strenuous physical 
labor without complaint, and live without technological distractions. In this 
way, they were more receptive to the learning opportunities of the trip.

CONCLUSIONS

Service learning offers a unique opportunity to introduce college students 
to contemplative practices that bring about embodied learning and help 
students connect inner experiences to the world around them. In this set-
ting, students are outside the traditional classroom and removed from the 
daily routines and expectations of university life. Because service learning 
and mindfulness meditation are both experiential in nature, my experi-
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ence and that of my students suggests that the two can complement each 
other. Mindfulness practice is often a natural fi t for a service-learning trip 
because students need a tool to cope with the cultural and social defamil-
iarization and the removal from technologies they have become dependent 
upon. The experiences I had with students on four service learning trips 
tested the possibility of offering mindfulness training in a service learn-
ing context. Although my measures are personal observation and student 
self-reporting, it appears that service learning programs could be a natural 
home for mind-body practice in higher education that would not require 
a complete reconfi guration of university life or a bewildering intrusion in 
the classroom.

Future research on this topic might include a more thorough pre- and 
post- training study of students’ embodiment of mindfulness practice. An-
other study might also increase the amount of practice and standardize 
its delivery over the week. In order to make Wisdom of Practice research 
stand up to the rigor of the sciences, Weimer (2006) calls for “rigorous as-
sessment.” In this case, measures such as the Mindful Attention Awareness 
Scale (Brown, 2003) could be used to track the level of mindfulness before, 
during, and after the trip in order to produce more quantitative data.
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CHAPTER 19

LOCATING SELF BY 
SERVING OTHERS

A Journey to Inner Wisdom

Cara Meixner

Drawing from the literatures on social justice, community engagement, 
adult learning and faculty development, this chapter frames the narratives 
of 20 university educators who, amidst chaos and turbulence, endured com-
pelling learning experiences that enriched their spirits and evoked new 
understandings of self. Specifi cally, this chapter will orient the reader to 
educators’ journeys to inner wisdom through engagement with their learn-
ers in deep, often disorienting experiences nested in service-learning con-
texts. Their stories—poignant, spiritual and uncanny—intertwine themati-
cally, revealing conditions of the human heart and mind that point to a 
re-envisioned educational milieu. Connections are drawn to the power of 
community engagement as an embodied learning practice and portal for 
change, with emphasis on the role educators occupy in the cultivation of a 
compassionate world.
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LITERATURE REVIEW

The premium placed on holistic, pragmatic learning is refl ected in univer-
sity mission statements, the agendas of higher education consortia and the 
proliferating research on service-learning and civic engagement. Further, 
the process of learning—what takes place within and outside of the class-
room—is invariably tied to its outcomes, such as developing wise, respon-
sible citizens who are equipped to deal with local and global issues—from 
sustainable ecology to human rights. Indeed, the need for colleges and uni-
versities to narrow extant gaps between rhetoric and practice—addressing 
social, cultural, political and environmental challenges—cannot be under-
stated (Boyer, 1990). Herein, the role of educator is paramount, yet exists 
within a context of creative tension. Contemporary learners reside in a sys-
tem within which all elements infl uence the other, yet many curricula con-
tinue to be shortsighted, built upon a fragmented, industrial ethos. As Bok 
(2006) portends, today’s students consistently under-perform, especially 
with regard to writing, critical thinking, and both moral and quantitative 
literacy. In light of fi ndings that few graduates are prepared for the volatil-
ity and unpredictability of 21st century realities, graduates will still “need to 
be intellectually resilient, cross-culturally and scientifi cally literate, techno-
logically adept, ethically anchored, and fully prepared for a future of con-
tinuous and cross-disciplinary learning” (LEAP, 2007, p. 15). There exists 
no better time than now to cast askew an often siloed, hegemonic model 
of education, anchoring academe in the embodied paths to wisdom and 
social transformation explored in this edited volume. The call for change, 
indeed, is a resounding one. This chapter focuses discretely on educators’ 
cultivation of mind-body wisdom in a way that empowers, enlightens and 
transforms their own conceptions of education.

To re-envision higher education—with focus on the faculty member 
as self-aware catalyst and cultivator of change for a more compassionate 
world—we must fi rst turn to the very histories that inform contemporary 
academe. Intriguingly, learning for social change has deep roots in the 
history of American higher education. Though elite, the colonial colleges 
educated cadres of males with the aim of “building character and prepar-
ing new generations for civic and religious leadership” (Boyer, 1990, p. 2). 
Founded on the principle of service throughout the late eighteenth and 
early-mid nineteenth centuries, denominational colleges were established 
in conjunction with developing communities, creating “the ideal of high-
er education as a public good and [exposing] higher education to many 
people for whom higher education had been elusive” (Ward, 2003, p. 21). 
During the 1860s and 1870s, the faculty role developed formally, expanding 
into a career sequence that “regulated the movement through the junior 
ranks to a full professorship” (Finkelstein, 1984, p. 21) with emphasis re-
maining on the civic commitment that endures today.
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By the late nineteenth century, noteworthy reform efforts commenced, 
due in large part to federal land grants, donors across industry sectors and 
a seemingly novel approach to education employed by German universities 
(Bok, 2006). The Morrill Act of 1862 established federal funds for the de-
velopment of state universities. Notably, the student demographic began to 
change; higher education was no longer considered the veritable province 
of the elite. Concurrently, academe was imbued with a spirit of service for 
democratic aims; in fact, many institutions added service to their missions 
(Boyer, 1990). Most agreed “that education was, above all, to be considered 
useful” (p. 6) and that the role of the educator was to abet this quest. Para-
doxically, the academy grew more diverse and encompassing in its outreach 
while the faculty role constricted around disciplinary specialization and al-
legiance.

Throughout the twentieth century, higher education expanded. Traced 
to the 1930s and 1940s, tenure emerged as a means of protecting faculty 
positions on social issues deemed controversial or unpopular (Ward, 2003). 
Over the next several decades, scholarship and service conjoined as higher 
education underwent “the revolution of rising expectations” (Boyer, 1990, 
p. 11) marked by Truman’s Commission on Higher Education, the G.I. Bill 
of Rights, Brown v. Board of Education, the Civil Rights Act of 1964, Title 
IX legislation and more. Institutions expanded with respect to diversity and 
access; in tandem, faculty demographics diversifi ed (Ward, 2003). By the 
60s and 70s, faculty work could be categorized into four components: re-
search as central to academic life; peer review and autonomy as key factors 
in assessing professional quality; the quest for knowledge and truth—or-
ganized by discipline; and development of one’s professional reputation 
through specialization and external affi liations (Rice, 2005).

The research-heavy climate of institutions, dwindling federal support 
and subsequent tuition hikes in the 1970s and 1980s catalyzed public 
scrutiny of higher education (Ward, 2003). Concern mounted about the 
misalignment of faculty priorities with espoused missions; the media ref-
erenced the “absentee professor” as disconnected from society altogether 
(O’Meara & Rice, 2005). Herein, professors were seen to drive educational 
insuffi ciencies, persistent in a failure to meaningfully address societal ail-
ments. Prompting faculty to consider their roles as members of a broader 
intellectual community, Eugene Rice and other pioneers brought issues 
surrounding the faculty role from the margins of debate to the center of 
discourse (O’Meara & Rice, 2005). Such concerns would later serve as fod-
der for Scholarship Reconsidered (Boyer, 1990), intended to reframe collective 
understanding of faculty priorities in the context of global and local needs.

Since 1990, much of the literature and reform efforts pertaining to the 
evolving faculty role have been linked to or grounded in Scholarship Recon-
sidered. The document conceptualizes four spheres of the faculty role: the 
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scholarships of discovery, integration, application, and teaching (Boyer, 
1990). While Boyer has been the subject of great critique—he gave little 
credit to scholars before him (Braxton et al., 2002), avoided questions of 
epistemology (Schön, 1995) and failed to address systems-level concerns 
(Davis & Chandler, 1998)—the document presents nuanced insights into 
the evolving professoriate, illuminating macro-level opportunities, chal-
lenges and tensions surrounding the faculty role. Born was a movement 
that has prompted greater understanding for and appreciation of teaching 
and community engagement, both vital, intersecting components of aca-
deme. And from this seminal work, we can trace the development of signifi -
cant reformation and change efforts, slow tides punctuated by the steady 
growth of learning-centered praxes like service-learning and community-
based research.

Viewed as “a special case of the scholarship of application” (Braxton et 
al., 2002, p. 30), service-learning may also be conceptualized as the confl u-
ence zone between engagement and teaching. Service-learning also pro-
vides “a framework of unity” (Ward, 2003, p. 79), tying together teaching, 
research and service for students, faculty and community partners. For stu-
dents, service-learning is invariably impactful; well documented are stud-
ies on why service-learning is important (e.g., Ehrlich, 1995; Giles & Eyler, 
1994; Harkavy, 1992; Morse, 1989), how service-learning can be implement-
ed (e.g., Bringle & Hatcher, 1996), and what students gain (e.g., Astin & 
Sax, 1998; Astin, Sax, & Avalos, 1999; Markus, Howard, & King, 1993; Myers-
Lipton, 1998). Tracking an explosion of faculty interest in service-learning 
in the ‘90s, Howard (1998) observes the following:

Some see service learning as a way to prepare students for active citizenship. 
Others perceive it as a means to involve universities in socially responsible 
action. Still others fi nd it a panacea for the perceived shortcomings of the 
information-dissemination model that prevails in higher education. (p. 21)

Howard also insists service-learning “clearly ‘raises the pedagogical 
bar’” (p. 23) for students and faculty. Both are pushed beyond what Freire 
(1970) typifi ed as the banking model, within which courses are structured, 
uniform, routine and standardized (Howard, 1998). No longer is learning 
an individualistic enterprise; the instructor and students “remake the class-
room” (p. 25) together.

Almost void from the literature, however, is an understanding of the fac-
ulty member’s inner experience. While the all-important role of faculty in 
community-based learning contexts is documented, Driscoll (2000) notes 
the lack of inquiry into faculty motivations, support requisite for success-
ful service-learning, impacts and infl uences of service-learning, satisfaction 
associated with service-learning and obstacles/challenges. Like “so many 
higher education reforms,” notes Driscoll (2000), “we lack the scholarly 
study of our own work” (p. 39). Astin (2000) expands, writing that while an-
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ecdotes suggest community engagement as transformative for faculty, there 
has been “little systematic research on the question of how faculty are actu-
ally affected when they teach service-learning courses” (p. 101). This study 
seeks to close this gap, helping us understand through a constructivist lens 
the cognitive, affective and behavioral growth that faculty experience.

METHOD

The primary research question for this study was as follows: What is the ex-
perience of faculty members engaged in service-learning with undergradu-
ate students? This question lent itself to dimensional analysis (Schatzman, 
1991) and situational analysis (Clarke, 2005), two derivations of construc-
tivist grounded theory designed to explore individuals’ experiences. Di-
mensional analysis provides an understanding into the contexts, attributes 
and implications of participants’ experiences (Schatzman, 1991).The re-
searcher looks to ‘what all is happening’ in a given perspective; educators’ 
experiences represent multiple perspectives, each laden with dimensions 
and sub-dimensions (Schatzman, 1991). Just as any one phenomenon is 
complex, so are the contexts within which language, thinking and behavior 
are manifest. Herein, situational analysis allows for the extraction and map-
ping of core, unspoken elements (Clarke, 2005).

Data were collected over a six-month time period from a purposeful 
sample of 20 educators engaged in service-learning at a small, private lib-
eral arts institution. Criteria for purposeful sampling included full-time 
faculty engaged at the time of the study in a community-based learning 
context involving undergraduates. To ensure maximum variation within 
the sample, diversity and uniqueness of perspectives (e.g., rank, tenure, 
discipline) were intentionally sought. At the time of study, 18 participants 
were full-time instructional faculty, while two held administrative posts with 
faculty rank. Departmentally, faculty spanned biology, chemistry, environ-
mental science, modern languages, philosophy and religion, anthropology, 
psychology, sociology, communication, economics, education, history, criti-
cal media, art and art history. Thirteen participants were female and 9 were 
male; and with the exception of three participants who self-identifi ed as 
Black or Latino, all participants were White.

Because grounded theory involves comparative analysis of data, I inter-
viewed participants as themes emerged, information was corroborated and 
saturation was reached. Memoing and fi eld observations rounded out the 
dimensional analysis; this process of triangulation served to enrich, enliven 
and shape the data. The analysis of data was inductive and emergent, an-
chored by the processes of situational mapping and dimensional analysis. 
Situational analysis was employed to analyze and locate those elements—
obvious, intrinsic and invisible—that inform educators’ experiences. Here-
in, I sought to examine conditionality, positionality, intricacy, disparity, 
differences and silences in data (Clarke, 2005). Visually and analytically, 
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dimensional analysis presented a methodological framework for interpret-
ing, rendering and making meaning of data.

Three phases of dimensional analysis (refer to Figure 1) took place. Di-
mensionalizing is the “naming or labeling of dimensions and properties ob-
served in data” (Kools et al., 1996, p. 316). Here, I involved a research team in 
the coding and cross-validation of each interview. Iteratively, 588 initial open 
codes were sub-dimensionalized under the auspices of 35 dimensions (i.e., 
themes). Prospective conditions, processes, and consequences would form 
theoretical propositions, segueing into questions and cues for impending in-
terviews. To portray the richly hued backdrop within which the dimensions 
were resident, I also sketched a series of situational maps designed to inter-
rogate the data “in fresh ways within a grounded theory framework” (Clarke, 
2005, p. 83). Phase two of the study—differentiation—entailed focused cod-
ing. This process allowed for resolute focus on refi ning and saturating dimen-
sions with data gathered through additional interviews. By phase three of the 
study, integration, limited data were collected through theoretical sampling. 

FIGURE 1. Schematic Illustration of Research Journey
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What emerged were fi ve intersecting dimensions guided by an organizing 
perspective co-constituting the voices of educators.

FINDINGS

These fi ndings are framed around the perspective of evolving learning, fo-
cusing on educators’ mind-body journeys to inner wisdom through engage-
ment in deep, oft disorienting learning experiences. From there, lessons 
will be extrapolated and linkages will be made to how the enlightened ed-
ucator can inspire transformation in the academy. Educators’ learning is 
best captured by the gerund evolving, comprised of fi ve intersecting dimen-
sions that emerged from the data in this study—bearing witness, navigating, 
reconciling expectations, resolving and reorienting and locating self in humanity. 
Given the vicissitudes of power both dormant and lurking in the halls of the 
academy, we will turn fi rst to fi ndings from the situational analysis. Varied 
cartographies were used to elucidate contexts upon which the explanatory 
dimensions coexist. Figure 2 constitutes a social worlds/arenas map devel-

FIGURE 2. Social Worlds/Arenas Map



324 • CARA MEIXNER

oped at the tail end of focused coding; the process allowed for the analysis 
of data with greater insight and acuity. Dotted lines indicate fl uidity and po-
rousness; also, the map displays overlap between and among social worlds 
and subworlds, meant to illustrate how faculty members exist in more than 
one arena at once. Critically, one’s participation in a social world is not al-
ways transparent or even desired, in spite of the world’s irrefutably shaping 
of experience (Clarke, 2005). While the arenas map is not exhaustive of 
infl uential social worlds, it displays those most salient to the faculty experi-
ence, namely the interconnected milieus of academe, faculty politics (e.g., 
tenure, pressures, discipline) and the ever-expanding litany of community 
needs—local, national, and global.

While the social worlds/arenas map unveils often eluded “constraints, 
opportunities, and resources” (Clarke, 2005, p. 119), various renderings 
of abstract situational maps lay out those elements co-framed by the par-
ticipants and me. A series of maps explicated those elements germane to 
faculty members’ experience, focusing on who and what comprise, reside 
in and infl uence the contextual milieu. Herein, six contextual themes 
emerged: role, service-learning experience, community partner, academe, 
institutional milieu and student populous. These themes can be thought of 
as infl uencers, blockers and mediators of the emergent dimensions.

With respect to role, participants voiced role-specifi c behaviors or condi-
tions (e.g., race, class, gender, tenure-status, department, discipline) that 
shaped their experiences. Particularly salient were gender and race. Rank 
and tenure also factored into role perceptions. Further, faculty who per-
ceived their disciplines to accept community-based learning did not experi-
ence the same sense of guilt or fragmentation explored by others.

Service-learning experience was an invariably integral situational factor. 
Participants disclosed a range of past and present experiences, detailing 
backgrounds in community engagement. In many cases, such experiences 
readied participants to engage with undergraduates in leaderless, vulner-
able circumstances tethered by chaos and unpredictability. Type and scope 
of experience also mattered, as did the nature of adapting students’ learn-
ing experiences to the multifaceted needs of the community and discipline. 
The community partner (i.e., the individual working on behalf of a commu-
nity agency or organization) also exacted infl uence—especially when fac-
ulty named agency personnel as vital co-educators. Depending on struc-
ture, leadership, funding and type of agency, faculty played various roles in 
maintaining and navigating logistics and dilemmas.

Academe constituted another situational infl uence; more often than not, 
real and perceived defi nitions of the American professoriate played into 
how faculty described, named or depicted their experiences. Intriguingly, 
interviewees’ need to support the community often outweighed preconcep-
tions of what they presumed to be explicitly valued by their departments. 
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Connected to academe is the theme of college milieu—factors salient only to 
individual institutions, such as curriculum review and institutional identity. 
Finally, participants voiced student populous and the premium placed on en-
gaged, applied learning to meet millennial students’ needs and interests.

In all, each of the six contextual variables irrefutably impacts or connects 
with the others. For instance, the extant dynamic among role, college mi-
lieu and US academe was made salient during the more vulnerable depths 
of the interview process. At the intersection of age, tenure and department 
exists an element of freedom—such as the ability on the part of the ten-
ured faculty member to pursue service, teaching and research at his or her 
own direction. In effect, situational mapping evoked awareness and new 
insights into the conditions—clustered, discrete and overlapping—within 
which the faculty experience resides.

The core organizing perspective, evolving learning, is a journey that 
evolves, morphs, changes and transforms. Bearing witness to other’s learn-
ing is one of the preeminent modes through which educators learned, 
grew and developed. Learning evolved as participants witnessed students’ 
and community members’ transformation; this played out before the edu-
cators’ eyes like a prophetic documentary fi lm, causing many to refl ect 
on their own learning. Service-learning experience was an important situ-
ational lever; many faculty members came into service having witnessed 
civic engagement in parents, siblings, teachers and others. Deeply im-
mersive experiences (e.g., courses taught on the sites of environmental 
deluge or within drug-ridden communities)further provided faculty with 
the opportunity to bear witness to development in students and the com-
munity. Of note, participants divulged their experiences of bearing wit-
ness with candor and emotion manifest in vivid recollections of watching, 
viewing and refl ecting. Pat recalled reading students journals, remarking, 
“The fi rst couple of journals were just incredibly touching…as to what 
[students’] fears were and how they were overcoming their fears and how 
they were learning something. I almost sat there and cried.” In effect, 
the witnessing process created space for faculty members to think more 
critically about the impact of service-learning in the context of academe’s 
role, grow more trusting of students and community members, deepen 
relationships with students and become more inspired to continue en-
gagement.

The second dimension, navigating, describes a critical aspect of educa-
tors’ experiences. Literally and fi guratively, the faculty member is shep-
herding, plotting and piloting. Some conditions (e.g., student populous, 
community partner dynamics) present roadblocks, while others facilitate 
a smooth, fl uid ride. Said Jamie, “I fully expect…to see some messiness.” 
To arrive at the learning destination, faculty steered around and through 
institutional politics, internal and external perceptions of the ‘ivory tower,’ 
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timing demands and partnership logistics. Riley describes a common senti-
ment regarding the navigation of institutional politics, “When I hear [an 
administrator] saying, ‘I’m sort of going out on a limb here to support this,’ 
then I’m like, ‘what does this mean?’ When you hear people raise questions 
about the academic integrity of what you’re doing, then it makes you sort 
of wonder.” While navigating could be frustrating, participants conceptual-
ized this dimension as a learning experience. Despite uncertainties, partici-
pants found ways to navigate with effi ciency, precision and political savvy. 
Ultimately, many educators cultivated patience and insight along the way.

Community engagement also fostered an unanticipated opportunity to 
reconcile expectations of what teaching entails and how learning transpires. 
Critically, faculty were prompted to reconsider their own assumptions. 
Most participants, for instance, were socialized to believe that good teach-
ing implied maintaining control—a need, real or perceived, to be seen as 
expert, an authority fi gure. Taylor describes this with resolve: “My vision of 
teaching was lecturing in the classroom. It wasn’t really anything where the 
students were directly engaged in anything but listening to me talk. [Now I 
realize] you can’t do a service project and not have constant exchange and 
dialogue.” Devon’s statement builds upon that of Taylor, “[Before] I was 
in control of everything… now, I’m engaged in an entirely different enter-
prise.” Faculty also re-conceptualized the role of content. As Devon noted, 
“I’ve come to realize that service-learning is propelling students past some 
of the [content] drudgery that is involved in my discipline.”

Dimension four, resolving and reorienting, was a deeply personal and ex-
traordinarily profound experience that entailed coping with, refl ecting 
upon and bringing meaning to experiences of discomfort and disorienta-
tion. Reese’s expression aptly captures this dimension:

We want [the students] to experience failure and that sometimes you can get 
a better learning experience out of the being uncomfortable, the discomfort 
and the experiencing failure then you can if you go in and everything runs 
really smoothly and they feel good about themselves and they leave. I think 
that’s the same thing that’s true for professors and I think you, ideally, I think 
you have to be used to being uncomfortable yourself and having things not 
work.

The experience was particularly intense when faculty recognized that com-
munity engagement is anything but a “feel good” experience. Bailey con-
ceded, “At some point in time, it began to click with me how badly I felt 
about what I was seeing… I’m really concerned about the feel goody aspect 
of [service-learning], I think if real learning is taking place, it’s most often 
incredibly painful.” For most, pushing through fear, anxiety and discomfort 
fostered a deeper understanding of community-based learning, a stronger 
relationship with students and a greater willingness to take risks. Of note, 
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the outcomes were not static; as educators, we continually resolve and reori-
ent. Nicky shared, “I got to go through all of the anxiety levels myself and 
experience it so then I could process it. And then reposition it in terms of 
how I might help the students understand it…and then you look at it again 
differently.”

Equally profound is the process named locating self in humanity, wherein 
faculty gradually develop and internalize an awareness of self as part of a 
greater whole. As with the other perspectives, locating self in humanity is fa-
cilitated, blocked or moderated by role, service-learning experience, com-
munity partner, US-academe, college milieu and student populous. Given 
the especially refl ective nature of locating self, a seventh condition—refl ec-
tive space—is eminent. Without its presence, locating self is altogether ob-
structed or diminished. For some faculty, refl ection took place in conversa-
tions with partners, loved ones, fellow faculty or students; others divulged 
their experiences with blogging, journaling or sketching. While no one 
participant’s journey mirrored that of another, common elements existed: 
making meaning of emotion and pain, discovering connections to self and 
others and in turn, becoming more fully human.

The construct was named by Riley, who described himself as having “lo-
cated [his] self in humanity” after enduring and reconciling a post-Katrina 
recovery experience with his students that prompted him to conceptualize 
his life in a different way:

The bigger impact was when we actually went into people’s homes. And fi rst 
of all, I’d never been in somebody’s house without being invited. But here 
were are, busting the door down to try to get in to gut the house and re-
move the debris and, you know, the fi rst house is the one you remember. 
And you’re going through someone else’s life. Here is all their possessions; 
they raised their children and their grandchildren in this house… This was, 
in many regards, the sum total of their lives at least materially and even more 
than that. And to be, to have to be going through, to remove that, in some 
regards it became a religious experience when you found a picture. Even if it 
was waterlogged, you knew that it meant something to somebody. When we 
met the homeowner for this house, we couldn’t get him to walk in there. The 
things that we thought we’d save that we thought he’d appreciate he didn’t 
want. He didn’t want to get near it. I mean, he was trying to deal with this. And 
I guess the only way he fi gured to do it was to walk away from it. He couldn’t 
face his loss. And, uh, that started me thinking about my own life and what 
was truly important.

Other interviewees described a remarkably similar outlook, emphasiz-
ing vulnerability as a path through which one discovers his or her calling, 
purpose and place in humanity. Being vulnerable with students, though 
risky, can be transformative. Said Angel, “If you are really in the trenches 
with your students and you are really vulnerable…that can be an incred-
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ibly meaningful experience in how the professor’s lived experience informs 
what they talk about in and out of the classroom.” Noted Jamie, “If you are 
the type of person who is not easily transformed, that requires you to get 
very, very vulnerable. And sometimes, that can be very painful. But I think 
that is a good kind of pain.” Cori’s sentiment highlights these processes:

The risk is also how the work might emotionally affect you. And you might 
lose it one day. You just lose it, right? I mean, some days, it’s got to just get the 
better of you and so, yeah, you become vulnerable in front of the students. 
And you have to be prepared for that…you just have to be honest about it, I 
guess, with them. But I think that’s always a good thing. I mean, it can’t be a 
bad thing. Students see you, the professor, as a human being.

Locating self in humanity is a continual process laden with ongoing learn-
ing about and commitment to the self, others and community. As partici-
pants gained greater awareness and perspective, personal transformation 
ensued. “I don’t have any business feeling sorry for myself no matter what 
happens,” said Jamie, who also admitted it was not hyperbole to say service-
learning with students was a life-changer. In effect, the study’s participants 
evolved beyond educators who used service-learning as a tool. Rather, they 
delved deeper, unveiling a complex labyrinth of insight into who they had 
become in communion with students and the community.

DISCUSSION

Educators’ inner experiences of engaging in community-based learning 
with undergraduates are evocative, nuanced and multidirectional. When 
faculty members leave the lectern and enter the community, disorientation 
is inevitable. Most do not anticipate that their lives may forever change, 
especially as they come to see themselves in ways they had never imagined. 
Through persistent contemplation and sustained engagement, an array 
of educators—from the disgruntled humanities professor to the gruff sci-
entist—exact change in academe by transforming themselves fi rst, all the 
while involving their students in the resolution of complex enigmas—
homelessness, famine, disease, natural disaster and beyond.

As the fi ndings reveal, the impression community engagement makes 
on the educator is indisputably transformative. An embodied practice, 
community-based learning provides a portal for self, others and commu-
nity development. With regard to the self, evolving learning is an intellec-
tual, moral and psychosocial journey. Just as faculty members grow more 
sophisticated in their intellectual understanding of abstract concepts when 
theory meets practice, encounters with complex ethical and emotional phe-
nomenon add depth and complexity to the learning process. Participants’ 
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journeys through vulnerability, pain, fear and elation allowed them to gaze, 
refl ect upon and reinterpret aspects of their lives—an often-cathartic pro-
cess. As learning evolves, faculty refl ect deeply upon who they are, what 
they stand for, whom they serve, what their legacies might entail and how 
they contribute to the betterment of society.

Educators engaged in community-based learning with undergraduates 
have discovered that education is a collaborative venture. Frankly, service-
learning undermines the notion that the educator’s expertise alone culti-
vates learning. Among the most exciting and ubiquitous outcomes of this 
study was the emergent realization on participants’ parts that they are co-
educators. This does not mean that faculty members shirk responsibility as 
authority fi gures, nor do they give students full terrain over the learning 
process. Rather, these educators began to understand teaching, learning 
and engagement as intertwined contexts which which multiple teachers 
and learners take stage as various needs arise.

IMPLICATIONS FOR RE-ENVISIONING HIGHER EDUCATION

That the faculty in this study experienced learning with such depth, vulner-
ability and conviction is refreshing and insightful. Their experiences took 
them to new places, allowing them to deepen relationships with students 
and community members, express candor and emotion, learn with and 
from others and experiment with new pedagogies. Still, faculty can be dis-
tracted and distracting; we do not always enact our ideals in ways that lever-
age transformative learning experiences for one another. Time after time, 
participants revealed factors that limited their learning with particular sen-
sitivity to the tenure and promotion process and multiple time-related pres-
sures. If bearing witness is a scope through which learning evolves and if its 
outcomes persist as explicated above, what precludes academe from em-
bracing learning of this nature? Certainly, higher education contends with 
itself; laden with hierarchies, bureaucracies and hegemonic structures, it 
becomes diffi cult for faculty to navigate. For those privileged to experience 
its effects, evolving learning inspires hope and mitigates cynicism, bringing 
faculty members closer to the stated mission of most academic institutions.

This study allows us to peek into and open up the inner abyss of faculty 
vulnerability and disorientation. We begin to see each other as neither ‘sage 
on the stage’ nor PhD-toting intellects. The participants in this study con-
tended with anxiety, experienced loss and resolved discomfort—ultimately 
gaining the respect of their students, being seen as fully human. Despite 
the fortitude of this experience, the whole of academe seems ill poised 
to embrace the ‘emotive’ experience. Like service-learning itself, emotions 
are messy, unpredictable and far from scientifi c. Vulnerability is an element 
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of the human experience, but contradicts the normative model of what it 
means to hold expertise, retain control and serve in the role of authority 
fi gure. Inhabiting the chasm between what the academy espouses and what 
is enacted is not a new quandary. Ubiquitously, participants commented 
upon derivations of this situation, asking complex, multifaceted questions 
paraphrased as follows: If the academy says it values global citizenship, why 
won’t my department reward my work? What is the real call of academe; do 
we serve the students, our research, the global community—or everyone at 
once? Where do I draw the line between what I perceive to be my duty to 
humanity and work that furthers my department, discipline or promotion 
clock? These and other questions bring me to two recommendations that 
envision a new landscape for higher learning—inner development and or-
ganizational change.

Inner development. To Brooks and Brooks (1999), “the face of what educa-
tion can be has been changed…but educators have not been looking into 
the mirror” (p. 27). At times, faculty members become our own worst en-
emies; we often grow discouraged when the change that we inspired does 
not come to pass, but when change happens to us, we often retreat into si-
los. All too often, we act powerless instead of recognizing our extraordinary 
collective authority. This is the inner force we have to change, albeit small 
or seemingly mediocre. Demonstrably, community-based learning fosters 
a process of growth, change and development in faculty. As faculty experi-
ence change, it is critical that we share our stories. Storytelling becomes 
collective narrative; narrative becomes truth, which engenders systemic 
change. To debunk the normative perception that learning is one-sided 
and authoritative, faculty must push forward an agenda for change by ac-
knowledging, foremost, our own agency and authorship.

Organizational change. Often, the educator exudes willingness to trans-
gress boundaries, but the environment is steeped in bureaucracy and resis-
tance. Like leadership, change is a diffuse and multifaceted concept, one 
that is rich and textured. Several tenets of leadership and organizational 
change theory bear relevancy to re-envisioning higher education: engaging 
in routine dialogue; creating slow, judicious change anchored in systems 
thinking; and valuing adaptive leadership. To begin, there exist multiple in-
dividuals in the academy whose leadership is formal and positional, such as 
trustees, senior administrators, deans and department heads. All too often, 
chasms between faculty and administration abound; lacking communica-
tion, each misunderstands the other’s intentions, perspectives and values. 
Engaging in routine discourse breaks down these barriers, emphasizing 
what Kouzes and Posner (1995) called leader-follower dialogue: “Leaders 
do what we say we will do” (p. 235). Clearly, such communication must take 
place at multiple levels and in open, transparent settings.
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Change must also be slow and judicious, anchored in systems thinking 
as expressed by this quotation: “Because changing anything of signifi cance 
in highly interdependent systems often means changing nearly everything, 
[change] can become a huge exercise that plays itself out over years, not 
months” (Kotter, 1996, p. 143). Such transformation necessitates diligent, 
visionary leadership punctuated by patience thoughtful communication. 
It also requires an awareness of culture as normative and behaviorally en-
trenched, operating within and outside of our realms of consciousness. 
Senge’s (1990) language of systems thinking and generative learning help 
us see each part in a system as lever for action and change. Organizations 
can be expansive and adaptive; those that excel nurture and level new pat-
terns of thinking and enable people to learn together. For this to occur an 
organization must tap leadership at all levels; herein, “people talk about 
being part of something larger than themselves, of being connected, of be-
ing generative” (p. 13). This kind of generative learning enables the orga-
nization to co-adapt as each contributor develops personal mastery (Senge, 
1990). In effect, this creates a cycle of learning and opportunity for the 
organization, enabling us to clarify what is important.

These models are particularly relevant to a re-envisioned academy; they 
assume that every member of the community works together to derail the 
status quo, embody a persistent sense of urgency and co-adapt to meet is-
sues of collective importance. Relative to this study’s fi ndings, it is impera-
tive that faculty narratives move from private to public domain; only then 
may the status quo be challenged and eventually debunked. Perhaps it is 
not enough to name issues of global importance (e.g., poverty, recession, 
global warming and population crises to name a few) as urgent; unless felt 
and deeply understood through dialogue, these become obtuse, intellec-
tual constructs. Again, we must create spaces that recognize and value two 
fertile constructs. First is the emotive edge, the opportunity to utilize vul-
nerability, passion, courage and disorientation to shape issues of collective 
urgency and universal importance. Second is the recognition that learning 
is ongoing and generative. Each member of the community is at once an 
expert and a novice; this rule of thumb reminds us that everyone has some-
thing to offer, no one person is ever right and each of us has much to learn.

Heifetz’s (1994) work on adaptation also refl ects themes explored above: 
learning, leadership and change are inextricably connected. Further, the 
postmodern condition calls for adaptive, developmental and networked 
behavior on the part of individuals, groups and communities. Despite this 
call, it is critical that we acknowledge our futility; daily, we embody and 
enact behaviors that create adaptive challenges, often representative of the 
gaps between idealized values and reality. To create and sustain change, it is 
essential that institutional leaders embody inner discipline. This in turn re-
quires an ability to participate and observe, distinguish one’s self from one’s 
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role, externalize confl ict, engage in authentic partnerships with confi dants 
and allies, listen to others and discover a “sanctuary to restore one’s sense of 
purpose, put issues in perspective, and regain courage and heart” (p. 273).

The subtext is this: educators and administrators must embrace the 
very same disorienting dilemmas that provoke learning in our students. 
Adaptation is essential to survival; only when we embrace discomfort do 
we grow, change and develop. Too often, we hold on to notions of perfec-
tion, authority and control. Around us, the ‘narratives’ from our media 
and public fi gures promote the conception of leadership as a number one 
position—one of hierarchy, prestige and entitlement. Yet, these constructs 
keep us from exploring, individually and collectively, our full humanity. 
These deter us from delving into the very experiences expressed by this 
study’s participants. The irony is that disequilibrium offers us many gifts; it 
prompts “robust adaptation to a new challenge” (Heifetz, 1994, p. 28) and 
it provides “leverage for mobilizing people to learn new ways” (p. 22)—
adaptive ways. In essence, adaptive work requires us to take a snapshot of 
reality and clarify both shared and disparate values.

Together, we hold the key to re-envisioning higher education through 
the powerfully embodied praxes of refl ection, dialogue and adaptation. 
With respect to inner development, it is critical that faculty members share 
their stories and experiences from the grassroots; irrespective of whether 
top-down support is present, educators can embody community values by 
collectively debunking dominant narratives on what teaching, learning and 
engagement entail. Seeking opportunities for scholarship and professional 
development in progressive, transformative pedagogies such as service-
learning is likewise vital. With respect to organizational change, the impli-
cations are multifaceted yet bear implications for the involvement of every 
member of the learning community. Administrators carry the privilege and 
responsibility of serving in adaptive ways, ensuring daily and transparent 
opportunities for leadership at all levels. Further, the embracing of disori-
entating dilemmas is integral in creating opportunities for full, robust un-
derstanding of prescient, urgent issues germane to both student learning 
and global interdependence.
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CHAPTER 20

AWAKENING EDUCATION
Toward a Rich Tapestry of Mindful and 
Contemplative Engagement for Social/

Environmental Transformation

Claudia Eppert

DWELLING IN DIFFICULTIES

American philosopher and educational theorist Maxine Greene (1977) im-
portantly argues for an arts and humanities education of “wide-awakeness” 
in contemporary times. Referencing the philosopher Soren Kierkegaard 
and writer Henry David Thoreau among others, she articulates “wide-awake-
ness” as an educational experience that counters an intense civilizational 
preoccupation with making existence “easy.” A wide-awake education, she 
asserts, is committed to creating diffi culties (p. 119). It asks what it means 
to live deliberately, and aspires to “move people to a critical awareness, to a 
sense of moral agency, and to a conscious engagement with the world” (p. 
120). In what follows, I re-affi rm Greene’s understanding of awakening and 
the value of an arts and humanities education, but I consider these further 
from within the contexts of the increasing prominence in North America 
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of contemplative studies and, more specifi cally, a philosophy of mindful-
ness that informs many of these studies. I seek to illustrate how a founda-
tional higher education humanities and arts study of and engagement with 
such contemplative practices as meditation and yoga can be enriching in 
and across all academic fi elds. This engagement, in turn, has the poten-
tial to unsettle certain assumptions and approaches with regard to current 
instrumental educational trends, contemporary contemplative pedago-
gies among them. It additionally addresses us to rethink dominant North 
American social currencies and educational initiatives oriented toward so-
cial and ecological justice and transformation. In sum, my primary hope 
is to draw attention to the elemental radicalism of becoming wide-awake. 
A mindful, awakening education requires us anew to be responsive to and 
take responsibility for personal and societal slumbering or, alternately put, 
the potential domestication of education and the public sphere in an era 
of late capitalism.

Witnessing the Contemplative Turn in North America

It is remarkable to witness the incredible rise of North American interest in 
contemplative practices and pedagogies, practices and pedagogies which 
were once so central to educational life in classical Greek times and were 
integral to ancient Asian wisdom traditions. While a continued mainstay of 
indigenous wisdom and insight around the world, they were largely margin-
alized and dismissed by many modern Western philosophical and cultural 
shifts. Broadly defi ned, contemplative practices seek to cultivate deeper 
awareness into the nature of the mind, facilitate empathy and compassion, 
support wisdom and the active realization of the inter-connectivity of life.1 
These practices are diverse, and include soma arts such as yoga or tai chi, 
visual arts, dance, music, rituals and ceremonies, nonviolent activism, medi-
tation, storytelling and other relational modes of dialogue and deep listen-
ing.2 Resonating interdependent worldviews and mindfulness philosophies 
underlie these practices. Increasingly, contemplative practices are being 
incorporated into schools, colleges, and universities, in multiple content 
areas and academic fi elds.

What might account for this growing abundance of enthusiasm for con-
templative practices within the North American educational mainstream? 
Certainly institutions such as Naropa University in Colorado, founded in 
1974, and non-profi t organizations such as The Center for Contemplative Mind 
in Society (contemplativemind.org), established in 1991, have been contrib-
utors. The Center for Contemplative Mind has been particularly focused on 
promoting contemplative studies in higher education. As its website states, 

1The Center for Contemplative Mind in Society, http://www.contemplativemind.org/.
2See Tree of Contemplative Practices on http://www.contemplativemind.org.
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it envisions “higher education as an opportunity to cultivate deep personal 
and social awareness: an exploration of meaning, purpose, and values in 
service to our common human future.” In addition to being very active 
organizing retreats, conferences, summer pedagogy institutes, workshops, 
lectures, webinars, and so on, they have provided numerous scholarships 
over the years for academics to research contemplative practices and in-
corporate them into their teaching. This center is affi liated with the As-
sociation for Contemplative Mind in Higher Education (ACMHE), and 
also draws attention to other conferences and organizations with similar or 
more specifi c interests.

The growing popularity of these organizations, however, might be re-
garded as themselves responsive to a current North American social malaise 
and need. Indeed, ours are turbulent times, inscribed with disease, pov-
erty, violence, and the destruction of our ecosystems on an unprecedented 
scale (Macy, 2007, pp. 91–92). Modern life, with its incessant corporate 
demands, consumerist preoccupations, and media technologies, increas-
ingly pull many of us into distraction, distress, disengagement, and despair. 
Pressures to compete in societies that prize power, fame, and possessions 
and to thrive in a global market with its inherited logics and grammars of 
progress, productivity, and profi t are showing themselves to be unbalanc-
ing, as evidenced in the wealth of daily media accounts of manifestations of 
twenty-fi rst century psycho-social and moral dis-ease.

Contemplative pedagogies and practices are becoming more and more 
identifi ed as vehicles well primed to help us cope with contemporary pres-
sures. Indeed, supports for the inclusion of contemplative practices within 
K-12 schools and higher education across disciplines, for instance, often 
speak to just this. It is attested that students are calmer and more focused 
following activities such as meditation and yoga, better equipped to man-
age stress, to develop their study skills, and so on. These accounts are sig-
nifi cantly bolstered by scientifi c and medical research and initiatives un-
dertaken these last years, which have been hugely instrumental in moving 
contemplative practices from margin to mainstream. Contemplative prac-
tices are becoming an indelible part of hospitals and other sites of healing 
and care inasmuch as they are becoming part of regular educational life. 
While I am much enthused by this widening embrace, and hope to witness 
contemplative practices and pedagogies become a normative part and par-
cel of educational programs and policies, I am eager to see more attention 
devoted to engagement with the multiple ancestries of these practices and 
pedagogies, to the preservation of their qualitative integrity, and to their 
radical roles with regard to both personal and social transformation and 
renewal.

In other words, as these practices are increasingly engaged in North 
America, I worry that they are standing in danger of being “used and 
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abused,” diluted and commodifi ed, packaged and made “easy,” designed 
to fi t into society rather than rigorously question and re-imagine it. I am 
not alone in this concern. As these practices and pedagogies are main-
streaming, it is notable to observe the measure in which they are being 
redressed in modern Western secular and scientifi c fashion. As educational 
philosopher Donald L. Nelson (2012) points out, for example, “a scientifi c 
re-conceptualization… serves to secularize the practice of meditation by 
positioning it outside of religious tradition…thereby rendering it accept-
able in schools that could not or would not promote a specifi c religious 
practice in their curriculum” (p. 5). Even though traditions such as Bud-
dhism, as Nelson also emphasizes, are non-theist and only devotional in 
a religious sense in certain respects, associations with these traditions in 
“public schools would be diffi cult or impossible because they would be seen 
as ‘teaching religion’” (p. 5). The same problem exists in the health care 
professions, in which Vedic, Buddhist, and Taoist and other infl uences are 
variously acknowledged and not. Some health care professionals, while 
advocating such adaptations, have expressed some concerns and tensions 
they experience in pressures to engage in empirical research and be widely 
accessible (Mahabodhi, 2010, p. 220).

In some respects, that changes are happening today in the growth of 
contemplative studies in North America is natural. As history shows, inas-
much as people importantly aspire to hold onto the specifi cities and es-
sences of their traditions, traditions are also inevitably in continual fl ux, 
travelling through time and space, relocating in different geographies, 
and acquiring alternate forms and expressions in processes of integrating 
with prior traditions and dynamic local social, geographical, economic, 
and cultural exigencies, expression, and knowledge. Certainly Buddhism 
is a prime illustration of this, having begun in India, subsequently moving 
northward and eastward, and now emerging and taking hold in the West 
(Bresnan, 2003). To add to the realization of the inevitability of change, 
wisdom holds that what is wise and benefi cial tends to be intuitively recog-
nized as such and thus inevitably perseveres and/or re-emerges, while that 
which isn’t tends to be discarded over time. It is re-assuring that wisdom will 
continue on, despite any contrary efforts. Concurrently, it is by now well-
known how Western colonial and imperial movements have appropriated, 
oppressed, exoticized, distorted, and disavowed many wisdom traditions. 
The contemplative arts of meditation and yoga, among many others, are 
re-emerging and becoming a staple in North America in recognition that 
they offer insight and wisdom that speaks to current times. In concord with 
Nelson (2012), I believe that in order to receive this insight and wisdom, 
contemporary North American society is challenged not to isolate and com-
modify these practices but rather to rigorously immerse itself in and learn 
from the diverse ancient traditions in which they have been embedded. It 
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is also addressed to learn respectfully from contemporary sages, monks and 
nuns, elders, teachers, and communities who are rooted in this land and/
or who have been immigrating to the West and variously working to protect, 
bring awareness to, teach and embed their holistic ways of knowing and 
being here.

In my view, it is a matter thus of both ethics and learning that North 
American education at all levels gives sustained attention to the rich and 
generous tapestry of histories of traditions in which contemplative prac-
tices are situated. An intercultural arts and humanities education may help 
along these lines. Today, the arts and humanities in higher education are 
becoming smaller as we fi nd ourselves in the midst of a competitive age 
where what matters most seems to be that which is material, measurable, 
immediately usable, and monetary. Yet, the arts and humanities provide op-
portunities for balance and contextualization that can counter current de-
contextualizing dynamics. And, it can invite dwelling in diffi culties that can 
inspire wide-awakeness. Following Greene, therefore, I seek to give voice to 
an arts and humanities education that aspires to what I have called the “re-
membrance—learning” of and engagement with diverse historical, philo-
sophical, social, and aesthetic entanglements. I emphasize the value of such 
remembrance and entanglement within and across diverse academic fi elds 
and in the embrace of interdisciplinarity. Indeed, it is interesting for me to 
learn recently that mindfulness, from the Pali word, Sati, and the Sanskrit 
smrti, etymologically references a root “to remember.”3 In the remainder of 
this chapter, I consider briefl y what wisdom and learning such entangled 
study might open up for those engaged in contemplative practices, and 
how this study might spur us to re-envision and re-orient our day-to-day in 
the direction of a more whole, just, and compassionate future.

TOWARD REMEMBRANCE-LEARNING

Engagement with the historical, philosophical, social and aesthetic con-
tents and contexts of contemplative practices reveals the measure in which 
these practices have been embedded within holistic ways of living, knowing, 
and inter-being in the world. These holistic ways include the embodied cog-
nizance of: the integration of body, heart, and mind; the intimate connect-
edness rather than sovereignty of self with respect to relations with others, 
environment, and cosmos; and the integration of inner and outer peace 
through the cultivation of equilibrium, wisdom, joy, compassion, and lov-
ing-kindness, among other qualities. Moreover, as one learns more about 
the holistic embeddedness of contemplative practices, one also becomes 
knowledgeable about their intricate linkages with ideas and practices of 
ethical conduct and rituals of daily living. It is shown that contemplative 

3http://www.vipassana.com, retrieved April 1, 2013.
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practice is best accompanied with an ethical sensibility and commitments 
to social service (Eppert, 2010). To make progress on the path to awakened 
insight and wisdom, it is recognized as important that one clears the way of 
distraction, deceit and conceit, practices a generosity of spirit, and becomes 
mentally and emotionally grounded in something beyond one’s ego self.

As I discuss elsewhere (Eppert, 2010), Buddhist meditation and also the 
discussion of yoga in the ancient text, the Bhagavad Gita, composed be-
tween the fi fth and the fourth centuries B.C.E. succinctly indicate intercon-
nected practices. While numerous different Buddhist traditions exist, they 
each adhere to the four noble truths and the eightfold path identifi ed by 
the Buddha. The four noble truths hold that life entails suffering, that suf-
fering is caused by attachment, that the cessation of suffering is attainable, 
and that there is a path to the end of suffering. This path to cessation is the 
eightfold path, which consists of eight interdependent “right” principles to 
hold and follow in order to end suffering: right view, intention, speech, ac-
tion, livelihood, effort, mindfulness, concentration. While the fi rst two con-
cern wisdom and the fi nal three describe practices of mental development, 
the middle three refer to ethical conduct4. Right speech, right action, and 
right livelihood honour a realization that an enlightened end of suffering 
and the experience of infi nite and abundant compassion and joy proceed 
through lovingly kind and ethical means. Moreover, as practitioners medi-
tate and follow this path, they bring attention and increasing sensitivity to 
how, as human beings, we variously carry within us the three poisons of 
greed, aggression, and delusion. It is precisely this aspect that has drawn 
me to contemplative studies in the context of critical pedagogy and social 
justice education; namely the understanding that human-initiated confl ict 
and destruction in the world are manifestations of these poisons (Eppert, 
2008). It is, therefore, not only our well-being that is at issue in contempla-
tive cultivation, but the well-being of everything else as well.

The practice of yoga within the tradition of the Gita is similarly holisti-
cally intertwined. In North America yoga is commonly known as a physical 
activity, but the Gita discusses alternate yogas. The root word of yoga, is 
to yoke or to link; in other words, to integrate parts of the self, to inte-
grate self with other and world, and to integrate self with Spirit, also un-
derstood as Self, writ large. Yogas thus are wisdom practices and rituals that 
intend to illuminate and support the way to enlightenment and universal 
consciousness. Bhakti is the yoga of fostering loving devotion to a personal 
God through one’s relations with human others. Karma yoga is the yoga of 
compassionate service. Raja yoga is the practice of meditation and mental 
purifi cation, and jhana yoga is the way of philosophical inquiry. The physi-
cal activity of hatha yoga, not mentioned in the Gita, is one of the asanas, or 

4 www.thebigview.com/buddhism/eightfoldpath.html, retrieved July 6, 2013.
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practices of bodily purifi cation that intends to prepare the body for medita-
tion (Easwaren, 1985; Eppert, 2010).

Other philosophies and wisdom traditions offer different paths to spir-
itual insight, inner peace, and connection with self, other, environment, 
and cosmos. The diversity of wisdom traditions is beautiful and abundant 
and, as we know from the natural plant and animal world, diversity yields 
more medicine than does homogeneity. But these traditions vitally recog-
nize contemplative practices as not isolatable and separable. Insight and 
healing take place in and through manifold relationships and intimacies. 
As we learn from these traditions, might we not in the process awaken to 
questioning and re-imagining the dominant discourses in which we live in 
North America?

RE-ENVISIONING “VALUE”

In the midst of learning from multiple traditions and acquiring wisdom 
and insight, we can become more discerning about our own social curren-
cies and investments. Greene writes that an arts and humanities education 
may “involve identifi cation of lacks and insuffi ciencies in [the] world—and 
some conscious effort to repair those lacks, to choose what ought to be” (p. 
123, her italics). We can learn, for instance, to unravel the commitments 
that have forged the composite known as the “West” that has generated the 
fragmentation and dis-ease that currently begs for contemplative returns. 
Here we might awaken by coming to recognize a history of classical, medi-
eval, and modern commitments to substantive and autonomous identities, 
past and present passions for rationalism at the expense of valuing body 
and emotion, past and present understandings of life and cosmos as com-
posed of dualisms in confl ict rather than in complementary harmony with 
one another, and the rise of market economies and shifts from produc-
tion oriented to consumer oriented investments. As well, we can explore 
philosophical commitments that have served to generate greater well-being 
and senses of responsibility, democratic and social justice commitments, 
for example. In this process, we might be energized toward healing of self, 
others, and environment by actively re-imagining and re-engaging our com-
mitments and communities. What socio-cultural, ethical, and communal 
transformations might be re-vitalizing? Within diffi cult educational dwell-
ing, we may come to rethink what we most “value,” beyond the confi nes of 
a narrow utilitarian imagination. Perhaps we can come to recognize and re-
engage “value” itself in a more multidimensional and balanced way, some-
thing I believe is necessary for wise and effective leadership and vision in a 
time when we are witnessing widespread moral confusion and corruption, 
an unsustainable consumption of our resources, and the collapse of our 
once-thriving eco-systems.
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As contrasts are explored, and alternatives debated, attention might also 
be given to the oft-heard assertion that the wisdom of Asian traditions, for 
example, is inaccessible to Westerners. Insofar as wisdom addresses us to ex-
plore dominant Western commitments and continuities, it also calls upon 
us to deconstruct grand narratives, and to unearth contradictions and coun-
ter continuities in the recognition that societies are profoundly complex. 
For example, as many recent scholars have shown, historical study reveals 
deep exchange and enmeshment of Western and Eastern ideas dating back 
to the earliest civilizations and extending to the present (Armstrong, 1993, 
2006; Campbell, 1996/2007; Clarke, 1997; Smith, 2008). These authors de-
tail the westward expression of what has been called perennial wisdom dur-
ing the Axial Age, for example, among the classical Greeks, in the writings 
of philosopher, mathematician, scientist, and mystic Pythagoras of Samos 
(570–495 B.C.E.) who may have been infl uenced by Indian ideas trans-
mitted by way of his travels to Persia and Egypt (Armstrong, 1993, p. 35). 
Around 300 C.E., mystical and religious neo-platonic philosophy emerges, 
its fi rst contributor being Plotinus (205–270 C.E.) who maintained that hu-
mans experience estrangement and disquiet within themselves, and yearn 
to experience wholeness. Aspects of neoplatonism signifi cantly infl uenced 
Jewish, Islamic, and Christian thinkers of the Middle Ages, and a good deal 
of the Renaissance. It inspired the philosophers and theologians St. Augus-
tine, Boethius, and Dionysius, living between the fourth to sixth centuries. 
In the thirteenth century, it infl uenced St. Thomas Aquinas and the Ger-
man Christian philosopher, mystic, and theologian Meister Eckhart (Camp-
bell, 1996/2007). Joseph Campbell (1996/2007) and David Smith (2008) 
observe continuations of interest in East-West perennial wisdom in many 
eighteenth and nineteenth century Western philosophers, among them the 
protestant philosopher Immanuel Kant (1742–1804) and the philosopher 
Arthur Schopenhauer (1788–1860), both of whom similarly apprehended 
that knowledge is conditioned by our experience and that the mundane 
world of time and space, of separateness, is an illusion of the mind. As I 
suggest in considerably more detail elsewhere (Eppert, 2013), knowledge 
of such exchanges troubles not only narrow essentialist binaries of East and 
West but also the notion that any one culture is in sole possession of origi-
nary truth and wisdom (Mall, 2000). Ram Adhar Mall (2000) asserts, “To-
day, we cannot carry on as if the ancient classical-occidental mode of history 
were still valid. It must be stated that Greek historical thought is closer to 
the Asian than the Christian-European” (p. 121). At the same time, a recent 
historical study shows that Asian wisdom lies within the Christian European, 
and within each of the monotheisms. Awareness of deep interchanges and 
echoes, I believe, opens higher education up more to consideration of the 
value in balancing studies of differences not with sameness but with reso-
nances.
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Spirited Re-groundings and Re-connections

Furthermore, as we study and engage East-West contemplative practices, it 
becomes apparent how they are immersed in an acknowledgement of and 
reverence for “spirit.” Spirit is variously expressed, and here may be under-
stood, in the words of Smith (2008), as that which breathes in, “over, under, 
around, through, behind, above, and beyond” (p. 7). It is an ineffability, 
the expression of which is infi nitely creative yet ever partial, fundamen-
tally unthematizable in language and thought. In my view, spirit may be 
loosely described as that which connects us, animates us, and grounds us. It 
makes us alive. According to Campbell (1996/2007), the message of spiri-
tual awakening is that radiance (radiant energy) is all around and within 
us. He asserts that when this energy becomes embodied within a human be-
ing, as often represented in images depicting humans on a throne of roses 
or a lotus fl ower, and one has awakened to the spirit within, one no longer 
has to work to realize one’s identity; one is “it,” simply and purely. The “it” 
is the fi nding of one’s still point. Meditation, he notes, encompasses the 
literal sitting in an immovable spot in order that one may fi nd the immov-
able place within; that is, fi nd the place not moved by desire or fear, a deep 
site of refuge. This notion is represented in the Gita, in the lines “when 
meditation is mastered, the mind is unwavering like the fl ame of a lamp in a 
windless place” (Easwaren, 1985, p. 106) as well as in multiple other wisdom 
texts. It is held that this much practiced grounding can over time open the 
practitioner more and more to qualities of fl exibility, openness, strength, 
resilience, creativity, compassion, understanding, and wisdom, among oth-
ers. These qualities are not abstractly conceptualized as much as they are 
concretely experienced in all their many subtleties within the body and 
within lived experience. Greene maintains that being grounded, a person 
“will be far less likely to confuse abstraction with concreteness, formalized 
and schematized reality with what is ‘real’ (p. 124).

In the face of histories of religious abuses and of movements toward 
secularity, commitments to nurturing mind, body, and spirit together have 
become lost. Greene (1977) quotes Kierkegaard who writes in 1846 about 
“the inability of a civilization directed to material improvement—higher 
incomes, better diets, miracles of medicine, triumphs of applied physics 
and chemistry—to satisfy the human spirit” (p. 119). Today, in secular edu-
cational contexts, we may fi nd the phrase “entrepreneurial spirit” being 
deployed, but such a representation, in my view, stands in danger of trou-
blingly materializing spirit. As we move forward, perhaps a renewed rever-
ence for spirit, embraced within educational circles, is among what is most 
essential. Indeed, I would argue that it is the nurturance and fl ourishing of 
a young person’s spirit—his or her élan vital — that is of most education-
al value. Spirit may refer to unique qualities and gifts fl owing within and 
through an individual and to a wholesome intimate relationship with uni-
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versal creative and ineffable life energies (e.g., Tao/Dao). On such terms, 
interdependence and sustainable and compassionate existence constitute 
the grounding essence of contemplative practices.

Cultivating skill in body-based contemplative practices, in the midst of 
humanities and arts study in higher education, offers an experiential base 
from which to come to know spirit and also engage more embodied, cre-
ative, and relational senses of value. The body can be remembered as an 
important site of wisdom. Reginald Ray (2008) argues that our forgetting 
of body wisdom and our loss of touch with nature have led to a global “crisis 
of disembodiment” with signifi cant consequences (p. 23). He elaborates,

As I see it, the root cause of impending global catastrophe is the fact that we 
have completely lost our connection with our bodies and our physical exis-
tence.... If to be fully embodied means to be completely present and at one 
with who and what we are, then modern people are the most disembodied 
people who have ever lived, because we are not fully present to, or at one with, 
anything. We are always separate and separating, always trying to fi nd what we 
seek somewhere else. (p. 23)

Ray identifi es all of us living today with a capitalist mindset as exploiters, 
wittingly or not, noting that we have become cultured to perceive people, 
things, situations, events, and the earth as objects that could help or hinder 
us. Too much we approach what we encounter with the question of how 
he/she/it can serve us (p. 23). He suggests that lurking in our conscious 
and subconscious the following thoughts; what is in it for me, or, what does 
this have to do with me? Ray, as well as others such as Christopher Lasch 
(1979), maintains that a pervasive narcissism and self-aggrandizement, an 
over-riding focus on “me” and “mine” typifi es our age.

MINDFULNESS AND 
SOCIAL/ENVIRONMENTAL TRANSFORMATION

Mindfulness can potentially provide a means to move us out of our narrow 
self-enclosures, reconnect and re-enchant us with the web of life. It carries 
an ancient history. Traces are found in the Rig Veda (circa 1500 BCE) and 
it becomes more central in the Upanishads (c. 700–200 B.C.E.). The Upani-
shads carries the insight that the “deepest part of oneself and all of existence 
are in relationship” (Huxley, 1945, p. 8). Mindfulness is part of the eight-
fold path and, from the Buddha (circa 400 BCE), we have the Satipatthana 
Sutta, a discourse from the Pali Canon of Theravada Buddhism. It describes 
mindfulness as a practice of developing awareness of body, sensations/feel-
ings, mind/consciousness, and the contents of the mind. It involves prac-
titioners non judgmentally witnessing their thought processes, their feel-
ings, bodily experiences and expressions of pleasure, pain, or neutrality, 
their senses of disconnection and connection, and other activities (Eppert, 
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2008). In contrast to processes of refl ection, in mindfulness philosophy and 
practice one does not analyze or evaluate mind, emotion, body, so much as 
come to apprehend it directly and immediately (Tremmel, 1993, p. 444). 
Practitioners come to experience that they are not solely the content and 
form of their thoughts, but rather are also something much deeper and 
more profound; namely, emptiness/interdependence. The Vietnamese 
monk Thich Nhat Hanh nicely draws attention this deeper relationality as 
he describes a human being as being not only a wave but also an ocean of 
water and wisdom. In fact, ocean is one’s true nature (Eppert, 2009; Hanh, 
2002, p. 23). Mindfulness thus entails a practice of forgetting ego-self’s con-
stant desire to separate and the remembrance-learning of connectivity. The 
embodied insight that we are not simply our thoughts can radically open 
us up to the present moment and the world. Indeed, it is quite radical an 
awakening, not only personally but also socially, especially when we realize 
that much of modern Western history and culture has been built on exactly 
the opposite notion, exemplifi ed by Descartes’ oft-quoted phrase, “I think 
therefore I am.” We all have this capacity for awakening. As Thich Nhat 
Hanh (1987) writes, “[c]hildren understand very well that in each woman, 
in each man, there is a capacity of waking up, of understanding, and of lov-
ing” (p. 9).

Particularly in psychology scholarship, it is held that mindfulness is 
deeply empowering and healing. It constitutes a therapeutic means for de-
taching ourselves from and reducing the negative sways and anxiety-rid-
den reactions of the ego. By becoming more mindful and, in the process, 
more unconditionally accepting and generously-spirited, we begin to be-
come more receptive, acquire greater capacities for joy and compassion, 
and transform organically. As Karen Kissel Wegela (2011) comments in her 
book on mindfulness and compassionate presence as a resource to help 
others, in contrast to previous Western psychotherapeutic emphasis on the 
aggressive rooting out of fl aws, mindfulness, and the acceptance it culti-
vates “is actually a much more skillful means for achieving deep, lasting 
change. Our unconditional yes to what is, to what we feel, and to how we 
are with others, allows our issues and crises to yield naturally to change…. 
It turns out that loving acceptance of who we are has a direction. It ferries us 
toward transformation” (p. x, her emphasis).

What I seek to emphasize is that this transformation is about a de-cen-
tering radically humility and generosity of spirit rather than egoistic valida-
tion, freedom rather than containment, transformation and activism rather 
than management (although it needs to be remembered that these are not 
either/ors as Freedom writ large is composed of and balances both free-
dom and containment). In other words, contemplative practices have the 
potential to facilitate a basic turn toward a liberatory non-dualistic embodi-
ment. They invite an interminable mindful-bodily exploration of and work-
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ing with our multi-dimensional, connected embodied nature as a vital ethi-
cal practice with the potential to move us out of a narrow conceptualized 
self-centeredness and open us up to a larger, more interdependent and 
socially and environmentally participatory worldview. Rather than the body 
being regarded instrumentally and narrowly for purposes of maintaining 
strength and longevity, making self happy and successful while disregard-
ing others, or keeping appearances in a highly performative media satu-
rated world, it is recognized as a precious ferry for deep inner, community, 
and global awakening and peace-creation. Through gradual attunement 
to one’s own body-wisdom and its multiple energies one can become more 
aware of the interconnectedness of all things, and can come consequently 
to have greater appreciation for diversity, for senses of the sacred, and for 
ethical and peaceful relations and transformational possibilities. Ray (2008) 
contends, “to fully inhabit our bodies…is to discover our embeddedness in 
the world…we realize we are existing alongside and in connection with a 
multitude of other subjects, some of who are human like ourselves, some 
of whom are animals and trees, some of whom are mountains, rivers or 
stars. To be “with” in this way is so much more present to and respectful of 
creation, of what is, than the typical modern way of being “over” or “on” 
(p. 26). I add that to become and be ‘with’ is both diffi cult and, as children 
continually manifest, also effortless, simple, and easy. In drawing attention 
to this interchange, I seek to avoid a false separation between dwelling in 
diffi culties and dwelling in ease, as, again, each is within the other. But 
this embodiment of ‘ease’ differs radically from the ‘ease’ Greene and Ki-
erkegaard warn against. Ease in a wisdom sense might be understood as the 
spontaneous expression of wide-awakeness.

NEW EDUCATIONAL OPENINGS IN THE ART OF 
CONTEMPLATIVE ENGAGEMENTS

A concluding point. As Shusterman (2008) defi nes it, somaesthetics is “a 
discipline that puts the body’s experience and artful refashioning back into 
the heart of philosophy as an art of living” (p. 15). Following Greene, I 
have discussed the potential roles of the humanities in higher education’s 
engagement with contemplative practices. By humanities and arts studies, 
as mentioned earlier, I by no means seek to exclude the sciences (which, 
indeed, would be just yet another reductive practice of separation) Rather, 
I seek to draw attention to the enlivening potential of foundational philo-
sophical, social, historical and aesthetic engagement in all academic fi elds 
and to the benefi ts of imbuing education and culture with multi-dimen-
sional senses of value and wisdom. Which brings me to the subject of the 
arts a bit more. Wisdom breathes in many places—within nature and land, 
within the body, within such ordinary daily activities as sweeping the fl oor, 
and within the spaces between us. Opening ourselves up to and learning 
wisdom seems an ‘art’ of engagement in many ways. To me, it seems to 



  Awakening Education • 349

include an irreducible immersion in deepening connection and relation-
ships, creating and inviting equilibrium and harmony, and animating and 
nurturing the soul and spirit. It is in some measure an elusive learning, 
and can even engage us in more mystical practices. An immediate example 
that comes to mind references ancient Ayurvedic medicine. In this healing 
medicine, it is recommended that as one cooks or bakes, one imbues the 
process and product with good and loving intention. The one who eats 
the food will then be nourished by this soul warmth. This is a practice the 
results of which cannot be empirically validated. Yet, it seems a practice 
of value. Might we benefi t from considering how we might restore such 
soul-full and multi-dimensionally nourishing understanding into all areas 
of educational policy, theory, and practice?

Along these lines, the twentieth century philosopher Hans Georg Ga-
damer (1996) distinguishes between what he calls “medicine as science” 
in contemporary times and “medicine as art” in ancient Greece. Medicine 
as modern science tends to be oriented toward the isolation, control and 
management of physical and psychical process and toward to creation of 
particular artifi cial effects (p. 35). As such, it tends to sever healing from 
life-situations and from the natural order of things. In marked contrast, 
ancient Ionian cosmology emphasized an enigmatic “art of healing.” This 
art encompasses restoration; the doctor does not make the health of the sick 
person but rather restores him or her to health in ways humbly in tune with 
the harmonic rhythms of nature (p. 19). Ancient Greek medical practice 
recovers the body to a state of equilibrium, and healing lies within the ju-
risdiction not of the physician but rather of nature. Gadamer recalls Plato’s 
insight that the body cannot be treated without address to the soul and also 
to the whole of being. He observes how in Greek, “the whole of being is 
hole ousia” and how this phrase is connected with “hale” and “healthy be-
ing” (p. 73). He asks his readers, “what can intervention, our own actions … 
contribute towards bringing the achievements of modern society, with all its 
automated, bureaucratized and technologized apparatus, back into the ser-
vice of that fundamental rhythm which sustains the proper order of bodily 
life” (p. 79)? Greene similarly advocates for attention to restorative art as an 
educational foundation because of the “way in which aesthetic experiences 
provide a ground for the questioning that launches sense-making and the 
understanding of what it is to exist in a world” (p. 124). For her, if the arts 
and humanities “are at the core of curriculum, all kinds of reaching out 
are likely. The situated person, conscious of his or her freedom, can move 
outwards to empirical study, analytic study, quantitative study of all kinds” 
(p. 124). Perhaps an arts and humanities foundational engagement with 
contemplative practices, pedagogies, and wisdom, in all their fullness, and 
in all educational areas, can open up meaningful pathways to signifi cant 
personal, social, and ecological renewal.
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