
Being present in 

learning and teaching

Exploring the potential of contemplative 

pedagogy in higher education

Dr Caroline Barratt

barrattc@essex.ac.uk



Outline…
 Defining contemplative pedagogy

 Why contemplative pedagogy now?

 How does mindfulness relate to contemplative 

pedagogy?

 What does contemplative pedagogy look like in 

the classroom?

 What are implications for educators?

 The challenge ahead…



What is contemplative pedagogy?

‘Contemplative pedagogy shifts the focus of teaching and 

learning to incorporate ‘first person’ approaches which 

connect students to their lived, embodied experience of 

their own learning. Students are encouraged to become 

more aware of their internal world and connect their 

learning to their own values and sense of meaning which in 

turn enables them to form richer deeper, relationships with 

their peers, their communities and the world around them.’

(Contemplative Pedagogy Network 2014)



A response…

‘…we also seek forms of knowing, teaching and 

learning that offer more nourishment then the thin 

soup served up when data and logic are the only 

ingredients. In our complex and demanding worlds -

inner and outer worlds – the human species cannot 

survive, let alone thrive on a diet like that’

(Palmer 2010: 21)



‘Attentional stability’ and 

academic performance

Developing wisdom

Deepening relationship 

with self, other and world 

Wellbeing and 

resilience

Why contemplative 

pedagogy?

Transformation



‘As we nurture students’ capacity for contemplation 

and reflection…we are striving for learning in the 

moment, but we are also planting the seeds of yet 

unimagined possibilities, leading to actions that 

challenge the status quo and to the imagination of 

bold agendas for reform grounded in a shared 

vision of a just, sustainable and peaceful world.’

(Eaton et al. 2011: 32)



Growth of CP
Center for Contemplative Mind in Society

Association for Contemplative Mind in Higher Education

 Brown University – degrees in Contemplative Studies as well as options to 

include contemplative practice in other degree programmes e.g. medicine.

 The University of Virginia - Contemplative Sciences Center, Charlottesville

 Atlanta - Emory Collaborative for Contemplative Studies. 

 New York University's postdoctoral program in psychotherapy and 

psychoanalysis has a Contemplative Studies Project.

 Rice University, religious studies graduate students can concentrate in 

contemplative studies. 

 Stanford University has a Center for Compassion and Altruism Research 

and Education.

 Mind and Life Institute

http://www.contemplativemind.org/
http://www.contemplativemind.org/programs/acmhe
http://www.uvacontemplation.org/
http://www.emory.edu/ECCS/
http://postdocpsychoanalytic.as.nyu.edu/page/home
https://reli.rice.edu/Content.aspx?id=770
http://ccare.stanford.edu/tag/ccare/
http://www.mindandlife.org/


Contemplative Pedagogy Network

https://contemplativepedagogynetwork.com/
https://contemplativepedagogynetwork.com/


CP in the classroom





Mindfulness and CP

 Mindfulness promotes self-knowledge, understanding 

and equanimity 

 Important component in many other contemplative 

practices (see tree roots!)

 Improves student performance and wellbeing 

(Chamarkohi and Amini 2012; Gockel et al. 2013; 

Shapiro et al.1998)

 Dealing with driven activism or despair that comes from 

deeply engaging with the problems we face (Macy and 

Brown 2014) 



‘Our hope is that if we keep all the distractedness 

going, we will not have to look at who we are, we 

will not have to feel what we feel, we will not 

have to see what we see.’

Lief (Cited in Macy and Brown 2014: 19)









Commonalities
 Focusing of attention

 Developing awareness of their own experience

 Meditative reflection

 Creativity

 Spaciousness

 Meaningful dialogue

 Community building



Pedagogical rationale

 Why is your contemplative program, module, 

teaching session needed? What educational need 
does it address?

 What contemplative approaches are to be included? 
Why?

 How will this create meaningful change in the 
students?

 How will that change be evaluated/assessed?

(Adapted from Bullock and Kraemer 2015)



A challenge for educators

 As teachers this offers us a challenge – are we willing to 

go where we point our students?

 We have to embody, to the degree we are able, what we 

are encouraging our students to work towards.

 Can we create a safe and accepting space?

 Can we manage the possible tension and emotion that 

may arise when we encourage reflection on subjective 

experience? 



Wider challenges for CP
 Lack of research

 How to assess this type of learning?

 Time – how to fit within current curriculum?

 Acceptability and wellbeing

 Appropriate teaching environments

 Training for staff

 Creating community



‘Nobody can discover the world for somebody else. Only 

when we discover it for ourselves does it become 

common ground and a common bond and we cease to 

be alone.’

Wendell Berry, A Place on Earth 
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Websites and institutions

Association for Contemplative Mind in Higher Education http://www.contemplativemind.org/programs/acmhe

Association for Mindfulness in Education http://www.mindfuleducation.org/

Contemplative Pedagogy Network https://contemplativepedagogynetwork.wordpress.com/

Videos
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