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ABSTRACT
Contemplative	pedagogy	is	the	integration	of	mindfulness,	meditative,	and	other	
present-moment	awareness	practices	into	higher	education	that	unlock	intuitive	
knowledge,	expanded	consciousness,	creativity,	appreciation	for	beauty,	and	the	
potential	for	greater	self-and-other	compassion	and	wellbeing.	This	workshop	will	
introduce	you	to	the	scholarly	foundation	for	contemplative	pedagogy	and	
resources	to	further	your	development	in	contemplative	approaches	to	teaching	
and	learning.
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What	is	Contemplative	Pedagogy	(CP)?

Contemplative	pedagogy	is	defined	as:
§ “The	integration	of	meditative	practices	into	higher	education	as	a	
complement	to	critical	reasoning	with	the	goal	of	rebalancing	liberal	
education	to	include	head	and	heart,	body	and	mind

• Vanderbilt	University	Teaching	and	Learning	Center)

§ “The	development	of	open	awareness	(mental	relaxation	and	sustained	
attention)	by	the	consistent	application	of	first	person	and	second	
person	epistemologies

• Dr.	Ulrike	Wiethaus,	Professor	of	Religion,	Wake	Forest	University



Contemplative	Practices	in	Higher	Ed

§ Barbezat,	D.	P.,	&	Bush,	M.	
(2013). Contemplative	practices	in	
higher	education:	Powerful	
methods	to	transform	teaching	
and	learning.	John	Wiley	&	Sons.



Transformative	Learning:	Contemplation,	Introspection	&	Reflection

“Although	the	range	of	these	practices	is	very	broad	…	the	practices	all	
have	an	inward,	first-person	focus	that	creates	opportunities	for	greater	
connection	and	insight	…	the	critical	aspect	is	that	students	discover	their	
own	internal	reactions	without	having	to	adopt	any	ideology	or	specific	
belief.	They	all	place	the	student	in	the	center	of	his	or	her	learning	so	that	
the	student	can	connect	his	or	her	inner	world	to	the	outer	world.	
Through	this	connection,	teaching	and	learning	is	transformed	into	
something	personally	meaningful	yet	connected	to	the	world.”	

- Barbezat &	Bush,	2014



Contemplative	pedagogy	has	a	few	basic	goals:	

§ Focus	and	attention	building,	mainly	through	focusing	
meditation	and	exercises	that	support	metal	stability.	

§ Contemplation	and	introspection	into	the	content	of	the	
course,	in	which	students	discover	the	material	in	themselves	
and	thus	deepen	their	understanding	of	the	material.

§ Compassion,	connection	to	others,	and	a	deepening	sense	of	
the	moral	and	spiritual	aspect	of	education.	

§ Inquiry	into	the	nature	of	their	minds,	personal	meaning,	
creativity,	and	insight.	

• (Barbezat and	Bush	2014,	11)



Rationale	for	CP

§ Supports and develops attention, emotional balance 
(equanimity), empathy, compassion, altruism… of 
benefit to students, faculty, staff.

§ Equanimity leads to the ability to sustain complexity 
and contradiction, paradox.

§ Offers a valuable, complementary, experiential 
modality of engagement with texts, natural 
phenomena, the arts, other cultures

§ Can become a mode of inquiry leading to insight.
§ Early research supports CP

• (Zajonc, 2012)



What	are	
Contemplative	
Methods?

Contemplative	methods	unlock	
the	innate	yet	often	unexplored	
capacity	for	intuitive	knowledge,	

expanded	consciousness,	
unconditional	compassion	for	self	

and	others,	appreciation	for	
beauty,	and	creative	fulfillment.

-Fran	Grace



Teacher	Prep	(Barbezat &	Bush	2014)

§ A	practice	of	one’s	own!	(What’s	good	for	students	is	good	for	us)
§ Establishing	Context	– know	your	students’	background,	frame	them	in	a	

context	(e.g.	neuroplasticity,	stress	reduction)	that	makes	sense	to	them	
and	your	discipline

§ Respect	for	Traditions	– grounding	practices	in	their	historical	and	cultural	
roots	out	of	respect,	not	with	the	intent	to	proselytize	(or	appropriate)

§ Humility	and	clarity	so	that	students	new	to	these	practices	do	not	
identify	them	exclusively	with	the	teacher

§ Awareness	of	the	different	backgrounds	of	the	students	so	that	practices	
can	be	introduced	in	the	most	open	and	accessible	manner



Attitudinal	Foundations

§ Patience
§ Trust
§ Beginner’s	Mind
§ Non-judging
§ Acceptance
§ Non-striving
§ Letting	go



General	Guidelines	(Barbezat &	Bush,	2013)

§ Plan	the	structure	but	hold	it	lightly	so	you	can	be	present	to	student	
responses

§ Frame	the	exercises	skillfully	– timing,	language,	context
§ Be	clear	in	pedagogical	purpose	(goals	are	clear	so	you	can	assess	
impact)

§ Provide	opportunity	for	students	to	opt	out	(a	trauma-informed	
approach)

§ Allow	time	after	for	reflection
§ Connect	the	dots	– how	it	connects	to	students’	learning



Facilitating	Inquiry	(S.	Woods,	2017)	

Inquiry	is	inherently	a	contemplative	form	of	questioning.	

§ The	first	layer	focuses	on	what	is	being	noticed.	(As	opposed	to	“thinking	about”).
§ The	second	layer	widens	the	field	of	discussion	to	include	an	attentiveness	to	and	

appreciation	of	the	often	conditioned	nature	of	how	the	mind	construes	experience.	
This	layer	also	explores	connections	and	insights	that	result	from	being	able	to	
observe	and	follow	this	habituated	process,	without	being	triggered	by	it	(and	falling	
into	reactive	behaviours).	

§ The	third	layer	of	discussions	provides	the	opportunity	to	reflect	on	the	learning	
from	layers	one	and	two	and	how	that	is	contributing	to	a	different	relationship	to	
what	we	might	have	previously	been	conditioned	to	see	(or	perceived	as	painful,	
unwanted	or	difficult).	In	addition,	this	layer	is	also	about	making	connections	to	the	
rationale	and	intention	of	the	specific	and	overall	themes	or	learning	goals.



Creating	a	“safe	enough”	environment

What	is	‘safe	enough’?
§ Understanding	safety	and	comfort	are	not	the	same
§ Aspiring	to	cultivate	kindness	and	compassion	towards	self	and	
others	towards	building	a	relationship	of	trust

§ Holding	an	intention	towards:
§ Confidentiality	of	information	shared
§ Holding	space,	allowing	silence,	and	active	listening,	without	
interruption

§ Refraining	from	advice	giving
§ Noticing	rupture	and	addressing	it	with	repair
§ Speaking	from	you	own	experience:	using	“I”	language	
§ Respecting	the	option	to	pass	or	not	share,	to	“step	out	of	the	
room”



Contemplative	Practices

§ Mindfulness	- introduction
—Basic	sitting	mindfulness	meditation	/	3	minute	breathing	space
—Mindful	movement	- gentle	stretching
—Contemplative	Reading	and	Reflective	Writing
—Mindful	Communication:	Deep	Listening	&	Responding



“Mindfulness	means	paying	
attention	in	a	particular	way:
on	purpose,
in	the	present	moment	and
nonjudgmentally.”

- Jon	Kabat	Zinn	1994
Wherever	you	go,	there	you	are.
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Mindfulness

Informal	“Big	M”

Commitment	to	an	everyday		
awareness	practice	of

§ ‘Showing	up’
§ Present	to	the	moment
§ Attentiveness	/	

Wakefulness
§ Engagement	/	Attunement
§ Acceptance	– a	willingness	

to	be	with	‘what	is’

Formal	“	Little	M”

Commitment	to	a	daily	
practice	of	at	least	30	
minute	“lab”

§ ‘Vipassana’ meditation	
practice	–sitting,	standing,	
lying	down,	walking

§ Mindful	embodiment	
practice	– yoga,	tai	chi	

§ Plus	intentional	everyday	
mindful	living



Mindfulness	Meditation

Concentration	(Stop)	Samadhi

§ Simple	one-pointed	
focus,	often	on	the	
breath

§ When	mind	wanders,	
gently	bring	it	back

§ Calming,	stabilizing

Insight	(Look)	Vipassana

§ Expanding	awareness
§ Being	with	what	is,	

whatever	arises
§ Neither	pushing	away	nor	

being	carried	off	by	
‘events’:	thoughts	/	
emotions	/	body	
sensations

§ Accepting	whatever	occurs,	
without	judgment,	with	
self-compassion



Self	regulation:	Mindfulness	of	Breathing

© Rachael Crowder PhD RSW            rcrowder@ucalgary.ca   www.presentmoment.ca 

Three minute breathing space 

!  AWARENESS -   Notice what is 
happening inside 

 

!  REDIRECTING  

ATTENTION 

to the breath 

 

!  EXPANDING ATTENTION 
To include feelings in the body in an 

accepting way 



Mindful	Movement	– Chair	Yoga

 



Contemplative	Reading	&	Reflective	Journalling

§ 5-10	min	mindfulness	of	breath,	body,	open	to	awareness	itself.

§ Bell:	Read	passage	mindfully.	Read	it	more	than	once	if	you	wish.
—Turn	page	over	when	done,	and	practice	mindfulness	of	breathing	as	you	
contemplate	the	passage.

§ Bell:	Write	no	more	than	one	page	describing	how	the	reading	relates	to	
your	personal	experience.	Be	specific.



Deep	Listening

“Come home to your heart 
and listen deeply for others 
who look for you there.”

MR O’Reilly

Pair	up	– Decide	who	will	speak	first.
Bell:	Without	using	notes,	the	first	
speaker	describes	what	s/he	noticed	
in	the	experience	of	reading,	and	the	
reflective	process	for	3	minutes	
without	interruption	or	comment.	Eye	
contact	and	facial	expressions	are	
fine.	If	you	run	out	of	things	to	say,	
observe	silence	and	allow	for	anything	
else	that	might	emerge	(or	not).
Bell:	Second	speaker	repeats	the	
above	process.
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Thank	you

Rachael	Crowder	PhD	RSW
University	of	Calgary	Faculty	of	Social	Work
Please	visit	my	website:		 www.presentmoment.ca
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