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Abstract
There is a growing interest in contemplative practices in higher education. Researchers have explored the use of meditation to 
address the increasing requests for counseling and as a resource for improving student mental health. Contemplative practices 
have also been incorporated into the fundamental learning objectives in some US universities. This study of teaching methods 
uses first-person narratives from twenty-three 10-week seminars to examine how meditation practice benefited undergraduate 
students at a large public university in the US. The seminar, “Contemporary American Buddhism: How Meditation Became 
a Part of the Mainstream,” provided meditation instruction within an historical and cultural context and was taught over a 
nine-year period. Four hundred undergraduates’ reflective writings were included in this study. During the seminars, students 
participated in structured in-class meditations, practiced mindfulness exercises, read contemporary texts, viewed recent 
media and wrote reflective exercises. Students learned how meditation has been adapted for contemporary society, engaged 
in critical thinking, and reflected on their experiences. An examination of their narrative self-reports indicates outcomes 
similar to studies using highly structured meditation protocols; an improvement in overall well-being, lessened anxiety, bet-
ter focus and increased emotional control. This study of teaching methodology also shows that students expressed a desire 
to continue the practice once the seminar was complete. The results suggest that a structured and systematic investigation 
of this teaching model would add significantly to the discussion on how to teach contemplative practice to college students.
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Introduction

The core practices of Buddhist meditation have become 
increasingly available in many areas of contemporary life. 
Meditation instruction is offered in corporations, K-12 
schools, and prisons, while popular books and teaching sys-
tems have flourished. Often recommended by psychologists 
and other healthcare providers as a way to enhance well-
being, a growing body of research indicates that meditation 
practice can improve emotional control and reduce and alle-
viate distressing health conditions including chronic pain, 
depression and anxiety (Astin, 1997; Baer, 2003; Brown 
et al., 2007; Kabat-Zinn, 1982; la Cour & Petersen, 2015; 

Würtzen et al., 2013; Bamber & Schneider, 2016). Addi-
tional studies have shown meditation to enhance empathy 
(Beddoe & Murphy, 2004); expand self-awareness (van der 
Riet et al., 2014); increase compassion and social under-
standing (Scida & Jones, 2017); improve attentional pro-
cessing (van den Hurk et al., 2010); and boost information 
retention (Ramsburg & Youmans, 2014). Given this valida-
tion from the scientific community, there have been efforts 
to incorporate meditation practice into higher education, 
an innovation that generally follows one of two develop-
ments. The first endeavor seeks to address the growing men-
tal health concerns on university campuses and focuses on 
meditation as an antidote to stress.1 The other acknowledges 
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1  The annual report from the Center for Collegiate Mental Health 
reported that during the period between 2009 and 2015, counseling 
center utilization increased by an average of 30-40%, while enroll-
ment increased by only 5%. (Center for Collegiate Mental Health, 
2018. 2017 Annual Report)
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meditation as a contemplative practice, one that allows stu-
dents to deeply investigate a critical first-person perspective, 
cultivate well-being and explore purpose and values (Bush, 
2011; Britton et al., 2013).

Citing the research on meditation’s benefits, many educa-
tors and researchers have considered the practice as a way 
to address the increasing number of requests for counseling 
and mental health services through serving multiple students 
at once. These academics have created stand-alone instruc-
tional units or included meditative practice into an existing 
class, structuring these interventions as a dual project that 
provides training to students in the practice itself and an 
investigation of its effectiveness. In general, these types of 
studies use Mindfulness Based Stress Reduction (MBSR), 
a meditation program developed by Jon Kabat-Zinn at the 
University of Massachusetts Amherst to help patients deal 
with chronic pain. As originally designed, MBSR is a sys-
tematic 8-week group format practice that explores the mind/
body connection and offers effective methods for facing and 
relieving suffering (Kabat-Zinn, 2003).2 Participants meet 
weekly for 2.5-hour group sessions in addition to one 6-hour 
day-long retreat, for a total of 26 contact hours. Research 
examining the effectiveness of MBSR and the various adap-
tations of its methods has grown significantly. This increase 
is demonstrated by a PubMed search that found “mindful-
ness” mentioned in only eleven articles published between 
1980 and 1989, but citations in 2,263 articles between 2011 
and August 2015 (Ching et al., 2015).

Although a number of classroom studies incorporate the 
full eight-week MBSR curriculum (Malpass et al., 2019), 
more often it is determined to be too time-consuming for 
busy undergraduates. Instead, research is aimed at finding 
the most concise type of presentation and the shortest ‘dos-
age’ that will be effective. Various investigations at differ-
ent universities have adapted MBSR to a six-week course 
(Canby et al., 2015; Newsome et al., 2012; Ingram et al., 
2017), a five-week course (Bergen-Cico et al., 2013), a 
three-week course (Parcover et al., 2018), and a two-week 
online course (Cavanagh et al., 2013). Other scholars have 
designed and researched a course of four consecutive days 
(Short et al., 2015), integrated short periods of three to 
five minutes of a mindfulness intervention each week dur-
ing class (Schwind, et al., 2016; Miller et al., 2018), and 
examined the use of informal versus formal meditation 
instruction (Hindman et al., 2015). These studies generally 

employ specially designed mindfulness scales such as the 
Mindfulness Attention Awareness Scale (Brown & Ryan, 
2003) or the Kentucky Inventory of Mindfulness Skills 
(KIMS), (Baer et al., 2004).3 These are used in conjunc-
tion with mental health instruments or other questionnaires 
that address the issues under investigation. For example, in a 
study to determine if a group mindfulness intervention could 
be an efficient alternative to one-on-one counseling deal-
ing with depression and anxiety, researchers used the Five 
Facet Mindfulness Questionnaire (FFMQ) in conjunction 
with DASS-21, a short-form scale derived from the Depres-
sion Anxiety Stress Scales (DASS) (Parcover et al., 2018).

Meditation has also been integrated into higher educa-
tion through focusing on the contemplative aspect of the 
practice and making it fundamental to the learning and dis-
ciplinary goals of the university. This is most evident in the 
nascent field of Contemplative Science or Contemplative 
Studies. Various initiatives have been established at different 
campuses and class offerings may include MBSR and other 
meditation practices, as well as yoga, tai chi and self-inquiry. 
These initiatives are generally interdisciplinary and engage 
in research projects and endeavors across the campus and in 
the community. The University of Virginia’s Contemplative 
Science Center offers a curriculum that includes courses on 
the Art and Science of Human Flourishing and Mindful-
ness in Nature, but is also a pan-university venture that col-
laborates with departments and schools across the campus 
in an on-going cultural shift towards a more contemplative 
and compassionate university (Trail & Cunningham, 2018). 
For example, the School of Architecture is studying how 
the built environment can positively impact mental, social 
and emotional states and has also developed a network of 
contemplative spaces on campus; the School of Nursing 
offers an MBSR course, a course in Tibetan medicine, and 
is home to an on-going group of research projects investigat-
ing mind-body practices; and in the School of Education, 
research projects investigate how best to integrate contem-
plative practices for the benefit of both K-12 students and 
teachers.4 At Brown University the Contemplative Studies 
Initiative brings together students and faculty across the dis-
ciplines through the development of an “Integrative Contem-
plative Pedagogy” that seeks to enhance attentional focus, 
emotional intelligence, self-awareness, and balance a tradi-
tional ‘third-person’ perspective with a critical first-person 
perspective. The university’s Alpert School of Medicine 
offers the Scholarly Concentrations Program which allows 

2  MBSR draws on the teachings of the Buddha but was intentionally 
created to be free of ideological, cultural and religious ideas associ-
ated with Buddhism, while still remaining faithful to the universe of 
ideas to which mindfulness alludes. Kabat-Zinn refers to the teach-
ings of the Buddha, the Dharma, as “a coherent phenomenologi-
cal description of the nature of mind, emotion, and suffering and its 
potential release.” (Kabat-Zinn, 2003).

3  For a discussion of five commonly used mindfulness scales see 
Using Self Report Methods to Assess Mindfulness, (Baer et  al., 
2006).
4  See https:// csc. virgi nia. edu/.

https://csc.virginia.edu/
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medical students to integrate contemplative studies into their 
traditional curriculum.5 At other universities, individual 
educators have designed classes integrating contemplative 
practice into diverse disciplines including management (Cul-
ham, 2013), law (Riskin, 2012), and math (Wolcott, 2013), 
among others.6.

Within this broad landscape of contemplative practice in 
higher education, this paper provides a retrospective analysis 
of a series of anthropologically-oriented first-year seminars 
that provided meditation instruction to undergraduate stu-
dents at a large public university in the U.S. over a nine-
year period. The class, “Contemporary American Buddhism: 
How Meditation Became a Part of the Mainstream,” directly 
addressed the history of meditation and its cultural contexts 
while providing instruction and time for practice. The stu-
dent reflection papers and online responses to mindfulness 
exercises served as the qualitative resource for an examina-
tion of the teaching methodology utilized and the impact on 
course participants.

Davidson and Kazniak (2015) have surveyed the meth-
odological and conceptual issues involved in research on 
meditation and emphasized the need for a rich description of 
the intervention and specifics about the pedagogy employed. 
This analysis of teaching methods provides these details 
and is structured in the following way: the first two sections 
describe the creation of the class and an overview of the 
basic components of the curriculum. Included are descrip-
tions of the meditations practiced and the training and back-
ground of the instructor. The subsequent section details the 
methods used to analyze the ethnographic texts and student 
self-reports. This is followed by a qualitative assessment of 
the students’ experiences. The analysis indicates an improve-
ment in overall well-being with some students reporting 
experiences more traditionally associated with meditation 
practiced in a spiritual context. The discussion section con-
cludes with suggestions for systematic research on the use-
fulness of this curriculum and teaching model.

Background and Class Development

Contemporary American Buddhism was designed to be a 
part of the First Year Seminars at a large public university in 

the U.S., a program of small classes that introduce students 
to the fundamentals of scholarship at a research university 
and help them develop critical thinking skills.7 The courses 
also promote a sense of belonging for the approximately 
six thousand new students who enter the university annu-
ally. Freshmen live together in campus dormitories for their 
incoming year, but academic learning is mostly impersonal. 
During their first quarters of instruction, students are intro-
duced to their majors through large courses that generally 
include 100 to 500 peers with discussion sections led by 
graduate students. In contrast, the first-year seminars have an 
enrollment limit of nineteen and the small class size allows 
students to have closer interactions with classmates and 
instructors. They are taught by faculty and other teaching 
staff who often take this opportunity to explore an intellec-
tual interest outside of their regular research projects.

Within this context, Contemporary American Buddhism 
was originally conceived as an anthropological investigation 
of modern-day practices. The class explored how meditation 
had been re-imagined to deal with present day concerns, as 
well as the manner in which it had been “medicalized” and 
scrutinized by researchers. After the first couple of quarters, 
however, the instructor modified the seminar, keeping the 
original intent as the overarching framework, and includ-
ing additional in-class meditation as well as immersive field 
experiences, movies, self-experimentation and experiential 
exercises. This decision was a response to student’s experi-
ence and feedback, and informed by the instructor’s own 
background in meditation practice and knowledge of con-
temporary Buddhism.

In their personal introductions during the first week of 
class, the most common reason students stated for enroll-
ing in the class was a desire to manage stress or anxiety. 
Many undergraduates are looking for ways to deal with the 
incessant pressure they feel within the context of a large 
bureaucracy that tests them frequently. Students have a brief 
10 weeks during the quarter system to master the material 
in their various classes. Freshmen are often overwhelmed 
by the complexities of adjusting to life away from home, 
making new friends and all the developmental challenges 
of living on their own.

Meditation’s reputation as a stress reliever has grown in 
the public’s awareness and instruction is readily available 
in a variety of venues. As a result, many students came to 
class with some experience. They may have downloaded a 5  Additional universities and colleges that have developed contem-

plative curriculums include Oregon State University Contemplative 
Studies Initiative (CSI), Contemplative Education at Naropa Univer-
sity, Contemplative Education at the University of Redlands, Contem-
plative Studies at Emory and Rice Universities, and Creativity and 
Consciousness Studies at University of Michigan.
6  From 1997 to 2009, The Center for Contemplative Mind in Society 
provided support for scholars and academics to integrate contempla-
tive practice into their academic teaching, often through participation 
in the Center’s Contemplative Practice Fellowship program. https:// 
www. conte mplat ivemi nd. org/ about/ histo ry.

7  The institution serves approximately 30,000 undergraduates, rep-
resenting the cultural diversity found in California: 22% are His-
panic, 33% are Asian/Pacific Islander, 25% are White, 4% are African 
American, 1% are Native American and for the remaining 2%, race 
or ethnicity is unknown. International students make up 14% of the 
students and 59% are female and 41% are male (https:// www. ucdav is. 
edu/ sites/ defau lt/ files/ upload/ files/ uc- davis- stude nt- profi le. pdf).

https://www.contemplativemind.org/about/history
https://www.contemplativemind.org/about/history
https://www.ucdavis.edu/sites/default/files/upload/files/uc-davis-student-profile.pdf
https://www.ucdavis.edu/sites/default/files/upload/files/uc-davis-student-profile.pdf
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meditation app to their iPhone, watched a Youtube video or 
practiced silent meditation with their high school athletic 
team. In most of these situations, however, meditation had 
been provided as a ‘technique.’ Students thought they should 
practice only when they felt anxious or stressed and often 
had a common misconception that they were supposed to 
‘clear their mind.’ They also had a limited understanding 
of their experiences beyond the idea that meditation was 
supposed to help them relax. Many students shared that 
they found it difficult to sustain their interest in a continued 
practice.

Offering the class from an anthropological perspective 
provided a way to help students with their immediate con-
cerns and feelings of overwhelm, yet also allowed explora-
tions that were particular to various individual interests. The 
curriculum offered students who had grown up in Buddhist 
households an explanation of why meditation may not be a 
part of their home life. Students whose family origins were 
in Asia or Southeast Asia often explained that their reli-
gious involvement included attending temple and celebrating 
rituals and holidays, yet meditation was usually the work of 
monastics. The class added a contemporary dimension to 
their understanding of their family religion, often referred 
to as ‘heritage traditions’ in the scholarly literature (Gleig, 
2019). For students who pointed to a parent’s meditation 
practice as their motivation, the class provided an explana-
tion of the growth of “meditation-based convert lineages” 
(Gleig, 2019). Other students enrolled in the class with an 
ethical or spiritual motivation, and the readings and films 
allowed them to access the depth and breadth of contem-
plative practice and the history of the Buddhist tradition. 
In addition, students were made aware of experiences they 
might encounter with continuing practice as well as informa-
tion about meditation centers and other organizations where 
they might go to find further education or involve themselves 
in a community. Overall, the course engaged students’ varied 
interests and offered contexts within which to situate medita-
tion as more than a technique.

Class Structure

The class was designed to provide meditation instruction, 
awareness exercises and readings and media presentations 
that contextualized the practice within an overarching frame-
work of cultural change. Traditional Buddhist ideas were 
presented along with their current interpretations and stu-
dents were challenged to think critically about contemplative 
practice.

In the seminar’s first two classes the instructor intro-
duced the main theme of the course through presenting a 
brief recounting of Siddhartha Gautama’s life and the idea of 
‘Buddhist modernism’ (McMahan, 2008). The second class 
presented the history of ‘stress’ (Selye, 1984), early studies 

on meditation, and the continuing scientific research that has 
investigated the practice as an antidote to this contemporary 
ailment. Subsequent classes focused on the traditional Bud-
dhist teachings of the Four Noble Truths and the Eight-Fold 
Path, cultural traditions and communities in the U.S., how 
Western psychology has integrated Buddhist ideas, organiza-
tional dynamics in Buddhist centers, and research on difficult 
experiences in meditation (Lindahl et al., 2017). Students 
read contemporary Buddhist essays and viewed two docu-
mentaries; The Dhamma Brothers (Phillips et al., 2007) fea-
tures a meditation program in an Alabama prison, and 
Unmistaken Child (Baratz, 2009) follows a Tibetan monk 
as he searches for his reincarnated master. The class also 
visited a local Tibetan Buddhist center. Each class meeting 
included discussion of the presented material and reserved 
time for fifteen to twenty minutes of silent meditation.

Mindfulness of the breath (shamatha) was introduced in 
the first class and students were encouraged to develop a 
regular practice. To help foster this new habit, they were 
required to submit meditation logs for the first two weeks 
documenting five minutes of daily meditation. Considered 
a ‘focused attention’ (FA) meditation in the scientific litera-
ture, shamatha helps the practitioner stabilize the mind by 
cultivating the ability to stay with the object of meditation, 
in this case the breath. At the midpoint of the class, the stu-
dents were taught vipassana (insight), often referred to as 
an ‘open monitoring’ (OM) meditation, a practice in which 
the practitioner’s attention opens to any phenomenon that is 
arising in their experience. To assist students, the instruc-
tor conducted guided meditations during class that focused 
on the Four Foundations of Mindfulness. Students reviewed 
translations of both the Anapanasati and Sattipathana sutras, 
the traditional teachings for both shamatha and vipassana, 
respectively, and compared them with definitions of FA and 
OM meditations in a published journal article to help under-
stand contemporary adaptations (Lutz et al., 2008). Metta 
or loving-kindness meditation was also introduced at the 
class midpoint. This meditation is practiced by repeating a 
phrase or series of phrases that cultivates kindness. One of 
the goals of this contextual approach to meditation was to 
provide students with ways to think carefully about their own 
paths to taking the class and avenues they might pursue once 
the quarter was over.

In addition to their daily meditation practice, students 
were responsible for a number of written assignments; two 
reflection papers about their meditation experience, online 
posts in response to at-home awareness exercises, a short 
research exercise, a summary of their trip to the Tibetan 
Buddhist center and an answer to the question posed by the 
syllabus, what is meditation? These provided the instructor 
with insight into student practice and also helped students 
become more conscious of aspects of meditation they may 
have overlooked. Researchers have noted that inquiring 
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about a meditator’s experiences allows them to reflect and 
become aware of what may have escaped their attention, a 
process that helps them to refine and deepen their practice 
(Petitmengin et al., 2017).

To successfully pass the seminar, students had to com-
plete all of the assignments and were only allowed one 
excused class absence. If they did miss a class, they were 
required to listen to a podcast on an aspect of Buddhist 
teaching from a list provided by the instructor and write a 
summary.

Over the course of the nine years, there were two students 
who had difficulties with the meditations in general. One stu-
dent had a long-standing depression disorder and the other 
student had recently suffered a concussion in a car accident. 
The instructor worked with both students to find individual-
ized solutions so that they could complete the classwork and 
benefit from the seminar. These student’s struggles, and the 
more recent publications on difficult experiences in medita-
tion, was what prompted the instructor to proactively include 
readings addressing this research to make students aware of 
possible issues that might arise.

The class pedagogy was based on the multi-sited field-
work the instructor conducted  for a Masters in visual 
anthropology at the University of Southern California. She 
also holds a PhD in public policy and social research from 
UCLA. The instructor has over thirty years of meditation 
practice and has attended retreats in the Tibetan, Zen and 
Therevada traditions, as well as in the Advaita tradition.

Methods

This retrospective analysis covers a period of nine years in 
which the class was taught every quarter to a total of 400 
students. Students were between the ages of 18-25 with a 
few outliers of older students ranging in age up to 50 years.8 
The qualitative analysis uses the written material the stu-
dents produced during the class. The two reflection papers, 
one written in the second week of class and one in the ninth 
week, asked students to describe their meditation experience 
in general, taking into account the practice they did in class 
with their peers and the instructor, as well as their at-home 
practice. The prompts for these reflections included; “How 
does meditation feel? Is it easy or hard for you? Did you 
find any experiences outside of meditation that you attribute 
to your practice?” The suggested length for the reflection 
papers was 1-2 pages with an emphasis on student’s descrip-
tion of experience. These papers were commented on by the 
instructor with additional pointers on how to practice and 

also informed class meditation instruction. Students addi-
tionally posted responses of 250 words or more to five dif-
ferent awareness exercises to the class website. The instruc-
tions asked students to directly reflect on whether the greater 
attention and focus during each exercise allowed them to 
become aware of something they hadn’t noticed before. The 
final assignment was for students to answer the central ques-
tion posed by the syllabus, “what is meditation?” and to 
articulate their own understandings.

The analysis employs a modified grounded theory 
approach often used in anthropology and policy analysis 
(Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Clarke, 2005). This method is lim-
ited in its reliance on reported experience yet allows for sim-
ilar statements to be located across subjects and aggregated 
into thematic groupings. The author read and annotated each 
student paper and posting, identifying specific concerns and 
types of varieties of experiences. Once each assignment was 
notated, the author further arranged these concerns into clus-
ters of five major themes that highlighted student experi-
ences. The language chosen for these larger themes emerged 
from students’ concerns and also aligns with research that 
has been conducted on meditation in higher education. All 
of the assignments were considered in the construction of 
the themes but the reflection papers contained the more 
insightful comments, particularly the second papers that 
were written after students had been engaged in meditation 
for a number of weeks. In fact, for some students it wasn’t 
until the end of class that they came to understand the subtly 
of the practice, a time factor that isn’t reflected in the quotes 
used. It should be acknowledged that the vocabulary pro-
vided to the students may have shaped, to some degree, how 
they described their experiences when asked to do so. The 
questions themselves were open-ended, yet students were 
influenced by the readings on meditation and its effects, and 
may have been predisposed to respond similarly.

The themes are presented discretely for the purpose of 
clarity, yet the quotes are inextricably linked and often over-
lap due to their extraction from the broader responses. They 
were chosen to demonstrate the diversity and specificity of 
student experiences, an individuality that is lost in survey 
approaches to mindfulness research. Most student comments 
claimed very general benefits, and the quotes used in the 
thematic discussion are those that articulated the specifics 
of how the meditation practices had been helpful.

The five themes include: an improvement of overall well-
being; increased emotional control; better concentration 
and ability to focus; increased awareness, joy and open-
ness; and meditation can mean many things and that’s okay.

Presentation of Student Insights and Reflections

In general, students’ first reflection papers indicated their 
difficulties with finding time to meditate, their problems 

8  Students 25 years and older make up 6% of the student population 
at this large public university.
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with the practice itself or the ways in which they had mis-
understood the instructions for the practice of mindfulness 
of breath (shamatha). “I mean all you do is sit there and have 
a battle with your mind,” wrote one student, “trying to clear 
your mind and thinking of absolutely nothing.” Another 
student noted a popular book in which meditation plays a 
role and compared her practice. “[Much of the time] medi-
tation becomes an interior fight with myself… It makes me 
feel like Liz Gilbert in Eat, Pray, Love…” Other students 
described previous learning experiences and their confu-
sion about how to work with thoughts and problems with 
the practice. “In the past I have tried to learn to meditate on 
my own and I found it hard to close my mind to thoughts.” 
Yet some students had an immediate calming response to 
the practice. “On the first day of class I was really stressed 
until we started meditating… [and then] I felt rejuvenated 
once we were done,” wrote one student. Another noted the 
benefits of having live meditation instruction rather than a 
video or iPhone audio. “The guiding voice of an instructor 
is very soothing and peaceful for a beginner.”

Despite the misunderstandings and difficulties at the 
beginning of the class, by the end of the quarter students had 
become much more discerning about the minds tendency 
to perpetuate thinking and wrote in their second reflection 
papers how they had become comfortable with the process. 
“My thoughts still wander, but I become conscious of it 
more quickly,” wrote one student. “By practicing more fre-
quently, I am able to identify when my mind is wandering 
and then simply let the thoughts go.” Another noted that she 
had seen a marked improvement. “I have, gradually, gained 
the ability to let thoughts come and go with ease throughout 
my sitting meditation periods.” As students found increased 
stability, there was a concurrent shift in attitude and habits, 
and their second reflection papers indicated these changes.

The teaching methodology used with the seminar was 
very different than the structured research projects teach-
ing meditation to college students and young adults but the 
student reflections are consistent with those research results. 
Recent studies have shown a decrease in anxiety and stress 
(Bamber & Schneider, 2016); significantly reduced psycho-
logical distress (Canby et al., 2015); and enhancements in 
positive emotionality and fewer episodes of mind wandering 
(Miller et al., 2018). The student reflections are also con-
sistent with research that has shown a relationship between 
meditation and spiritual growth (Carmody et  al., 2008; 
Gockel & Deng, 2016).

An Improvement of Overall Well‑being

Many students wrote in their second reflection papers that 
meditation had a positive and wide-ranging effect on their 
daily activities. “Ever since meditation was introduced into 
my life, I have grown a deeper and deeper appreciation for 

this technique of quieting the mind, clearing out all the nega-
tive clutter running around and becoming more aware and 
understanding,” one student wrote. Another noted that “…
[Practicing] meditation has made it that much easier to han-
dle…everything from relationships, stress, school and my 
general health.” And a number of students connected this 
increasing ease in their lives to an ability to be more ener-
getic in getting things done, as well as an increasing comfort 
with the outcomes.

My decision to experiment with meditation is a major 
part of this new stage in my life… for the most part, 
my meditation practice has been extremely positive 
and rewarding as I feel like a happier, more produc-
tive person.
I have become more positive because I realize I don’t 
have control over everything and I don’t need to react 
to everything. Sometimes life just has to flow its own 
way.

Regular meditation helps bring awareness to a person’s 
habitual thoughts and reactions and allows one to naturally 
find other ways of being and responding. Some students 
described their more relaxed persona and how this allowed 
them to be more attentive to their activities.

For once I’m not out of control but a calmer person. 
I’m the type of person who likes to do things without 
thinking about the future consequences. Maybe that’s 
why for me, in life, I’ve made so many mistakes. But 
now I actually do think or step back and breath for a 
little.
Instead of cooking fast so I could turn on the television 
and watch something while I eat, or trying to eat some-
thing quickly so I could move on to the next activity, I 
have learned to pay attention to how I cook and eat. By 
paying attention to every bite of my food and listening 
to music not as a companion when doing homework 
but really listening to each beat of the drum…I started 
to appreciate the things I easily ignored.

For other students, the practice allowed them to simply 
make time for themselves which they often put aside because 
of the busyness of their lives. “As a college student I often 
forget how important it is to allow my mind the time to relax, 
which is why I can see the apparent benefits of meditation,” 
one student wrote. “It takes my mind to a calmer place where 
I can just slip into a state of peacefulness effortlessly.”

This increasing composure can help many students when 
they face difficult choices about their future. Undergraduates 
are changing rapidly and often are anxious about decisions. 
One student described some necessary changes she had to 
make and noted that meditation played an important role in 
the process.
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This quarter has really been a struggle for me…I had 
to learn to let go of certain expectations that others 
had set upon me, as well as the even higher expecta-
tions I had set upon myself. I had to realize and under-
stand that I will never be the best and that I may never 
be “successful” in my artistry. I had to let go of the 
impossible hopes that I’d somehow make my way into 
galleries and museums without ever being a starving, 
struggling amateur. I had to let go of people who were 
a toxic influence in my life. I had to let go of my anger 
and my grudges, because honestly, they were hold-
ing me back emotionally and psychologically. I had 
numerous things I had to face and let go, and medita-
tion has played a huge part in this.

In general, students wrote that their meditation practice 
helped them stabilize their thoughts and relieved them of 
some of the anxious churning rumination that occurs dur-
ing the highly pressurized quarter. Once students found that 
meditation could be of help, they were more inclined to 
continue the practice, as noted by this student’s reflection. 
“[Meditation] is something that I now feel important to do 
because of the positive effects it has on my day, and, more 
importantly, my attitude.”

Increased Emotional Control

Emotional intelligence is an important skill when strong 
emotions arise, especially in new surroundings (Parker et al., 
2004). Students often commented in their final reflections 
that they now experienced a greater acceptance of their emo-
tions and found they were less irritated by things that had 
previously seemed abrasive. “I felt better because I was able 
to accept my emotions for what they are and embrace them 
[and that] brought me peace… I like that when I’m meditat-
ing, things that were bothering me don’t seem to have any 
effect on me anymore.” Another student noted that her atti-
tude towards others was shifting. “I realized I was very judg-
mental of people and then judgmental of myself for being 
judgmental,” she observed. “This was a big realization for 
me, and I now am working on being kind and understanding 
to all people.”

Other students reported that meditation had strengthened 
their ability to handle difficult interpersonal situations and 
minimize the dramas of interaction.

I was very angry about two weeks ago about some-
thing. I decided instead of just feeling angry about it 
or moping around, to meditate instead. It really made 
me feel a lot better. I also felt a lot calmer and friend-
lier when confronting the person for making me upset.
Every time I have practiced mindfulness of emotions, I 
end up being very grateful that I was able to grasp my 

attitude and prevent it from spiraling into something 
more and causing unnecessary turmoil within myself 
and those around me.

Students also reported relief from the daily tensions that 
might prompt a visit to the university counseling offices. “I 
have found meditation to be an effective tool to handle the 
unavoidable stresses that enter my life,” noted one student. 
Another wrote, “I realized there is a lot of beauty and joy 
in seemingly insignificant things that are overlooked when 
one is overcome with negative emotions.” And for students 
who experienced a high level of anxiety or distress, medi-
tation appeared to be life-changing.

I have noticed that I don’t suffer from panic attacks 
as often as I used to. I would freak out about certain 
things once every two weeks and now I feel happy and 
I believe that meditation is the best medicine for my 
anxiety…Meditating has helped me find myself and 
has helped me relax and not take things too seriously.
I seem to have become more engaged and relaxed 
with constant daily work. In class I focus with great 
attention and don’t play with my phone anymore. 
I’ve had no breakdowns this quarter and less anxi-
ety as well… honestly, meditation has helped me get 
through this quarter.

The calming effect of shamatha helped students to 
become aware of their emotional responses and many also 
benefited from the more structured ‘mindfulness of emo-
tions’ exercise that was one of the awareness exercises they 
were assigned as homework. Students were asked to attend 
to any given emotion as soon as it arose, and then pay close 
attention as it shifted and changed. The importance of this 
exercise was noted in the following comments below.

When I first started to feel distressed, I noticed how 
quickly the feeling was building up inside of me. The 
feeling then turned into anger and it stayed that way 
for a quick second. After feeling angry, I watched 
my emotion turn into sadness and then slowly into 
acceptance. I have never experienced my emotions 
one by one like that. It helped me realize sooner that 
the emotion would eventually pass.

Another student noted that the way she handled herself in 
social situations and relationships had changed. “I feel like 
some of the issues I’ve been facing (especially the social/
emotional issues), I have been able to approach…with a 
clearer mind, allowing for more maturity to rule my deci-
sions rather than what is easy.” In general, students found that 
meditation practice decreased the intensity of their feelings 
and allowed them to manage their emotional lives and their 
interpersonal situations more reasonably and responsibly.
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Better Concentration and Ability to Focus

Students reported towards the end of class that meditation 
impacted their ability to apply themselves to their academic 
studies in a number of ways. One student wrote that the 
class itself left her feeling better able to pay attention in her 
subsequent lecture. “I have found that I am really refreshed 
when I leave [meditation] class and I can concentrate more 
in the course I have next.” Other students described how 
they had incorporated meditation into their school days and 
regular study routines.

…[at] times I just sat quietly in front of my desk and 
meditated as a break while studying and doing home-
work. It helps me concentrate better on the work.
Before I learned to meditate, if I had a crazy, busy 
day ahead of me, I would be super stressed out…After 
learning how to meditate, I try meditating throughout 
the day when I feel the most stressed. This not only 
helps me to re-focus my mind on the current task at 
hand, but also calms me and reassures me that every-
thing will be okay.

One student drew a direct connection between his practice 
of meditation and his ability to avoid distractions and apply 
himself to his current project. “Personally, the greatest ben-
efit I have received from meditation has been my increased 
ability to concentrate,” he wrote. “It has become easier to 
notice when my thoughts change, and I am quick to expel 
other thoughts besides the assignment I’m working on.” And 
another attributed his academic success to his greater capac-
ity to focus.

I have found that it has really improved many aspects 
of my everyday life. I am doing much better academi-
cally because meditation has really helped me focus 
my mind on the task at hand.

Overall, students reported that meditation improved their 
ability to pay attention and study with more motivation. 
They found that their classes seemed more manageable and 
they were doing better academically.

Increased Awareness, Joy and Openness

At the beginning of the seminar, many students would 
mention ‘managing stress’ as their primary reason for 
taking the class, but there were also many who revealed 
a spiritual focus or an interest in Buddhist practice as a 
way to better understand themselves. No matter what a 
student’s initial rationale for enrolling, many found their 
meditation experiences to be revitalizing and wrote about 
this in their second reflection or in answer to the final 
assignment addressing the questions ‘what is meditation?’ 

“The feeling I get during meditation,” reflected one stu-
dent, “is a sense of increased awareness of the mind and 
body as well as a deep blissful, relaxed feeling after-
wards.” Another student noted the way in which the prac-
tice brought a sense of joy to her general orientation. “I 
really couldn’t remember the last time I experienced such 
a relaxed feeling or moment,” she wrote. “The feeling was 
so great that it just made me really happy.” And another 
expressed her experience as an increase in openness and 
energetic optimism.

I have a bit of bounce in my step and a smile in my 
heart. I’ve never been this inspired or excited about 
being alive.

Many students described a broadened awareness and 
deeper sensitivity. “I have noticed a more profound 
awareness in almost everything I do,” wrote one student, 
“whether I am talking to a friend, eating a bowl of cereal 
or taking a walk.” Another student noted the connection 
between her meditation practice and the class discussions. 
She also reported that the positive internal changes she 
experienced were apparent to others.

I have noticed a difference in my outlook and person-
ality… The specific word someone used was ‘chip-
per’. After having meditated and [paid] attention to 
the things that we’ve been talking about in class, it is 
a lot easier to look at things more openly and many 
times in a positive light.

Students also noted a greater openness to the world at 
large. “Meditation is really relaxing and leaves me feel-
ing at ease with life,” wrote one student. “I always end up 
wanting to be peaceful and feel like the world is a good 
place.” Another student noted a heightened connection to 
the natural world and an increased sensorial vividness, 
particularly after attending class.

I find that as I am leaving I have a much more 
grounded and comfortable feeling running through 
my body…I feel my feet hitting the uneven pave-
ment. I hear the rustling of the trees and their leaves 
as they shade me from the sun. It is really a won-
derful feeling, not only because of the awareness I 
have of my body, but also because of the awareness 
I have of the world around me. I can faintly feel the 
common connection that everything and everyone 
has with each other and it is a very comforting and 
peaceful realization.

Generally, students expressed an increased sense of ease 
and a greater awareness both of themselves and others. 
A number of students reported that they had shared their 
meditation practice with roommates, friends and family.



15364 Current Psychology (2023) 42:15356–15367

1 3

Meditation Means Many Things and That’s Okay

Most students stated that their concept of meditation changed 
over the course of the ten weeks and that their understand-
ing expanded to include a range of practices and cultures. 
This was clear in their answers to the question – “what is 
meditation?” – which was their final assignment. “[Medita-
tion] is a multitude of things that improves one’s well-being 
as a whole,” wrote one student. “Meditation is a way of life 
and is a different experience for everyone who encounters 
it,” wrote another. In answering the question, most students 
defined the practice as a reliever of stress, a way to relax and 
a way to be more present in life, and then added specific and 
personal details. The responses were as individual as the 
students themselves.

Establishing a meditation practice has been liberating. 
It has given me a lot of insight into who I am. Who 
I am as a human being, a student, a friend, a sister, a 
daughter. Meditation has provided me with a narrow 
focus on how the activities I engage in relate to how I 
feel. It also allows me to free myself of experiencing 
emotions or feelings in a painful way. It has slowed 
down time for me, granting me a feeling of calm. I 
feel all the exercises we have learned and practiced are 
extremely productive in bringing me back to right now. 
They wake me up to what is happening in my body, 
my mind, my heart right now…For me, meditation is 
being alive to the moment right now.
Although I have always considered myself fairly sec-
ular, meditation has shined light on a spiritual side 
of me that I never imagined. Some of the recurring 
themes in Buddhism… have shown me how much 
work our internal selves demand from us in order to 
grow prosperously. I now acknowledge the complex 
life and interactions that surround me and make up 
the world I live in. I used to be quite self-centered, so 
I can say that meditation has truly humbled me, to say 
the least.
Meditation is what fuels my productivity. It is where 
inspiration comes for music, dreams, hopes, and awe. 
It is the magical land that lifts me up into the clouds 
while simultaneously making me feel balanced as my 
roots bury deep and hold me strongly. It is where I find 
motivation to continue writing, playing music, creating 
art, or anything else my heart desires. It is where I find 
ideas of what will fulfill my life. It is the place where I 
constantly discover the reason I’m present here at this 
very moment in time, the purpose I serve the universe, 
the people around me, and ultimately myself. Medita-
tion is how I discover myself and the universe.
In the physical sense, meditation is, yes, a stress relief. 
For me, the spiritual practice initially meant reducing 

anxiety. As I learned more about the history of Bud-
dhism and the fact that enlightenment isn’t just some-
thing exclusively for the more practiced, I find myself 
using meditation in everyday life. When I visited the 
[Tibetan Buddhist] center they fed me breakfast. I 
wondered why they took the time and money every 
morning to do so. They told me that the entire purpose 
of meditation was to be able to apply it to their daily 
lives. And that they did.

In their final reflection papers and in the last assignment, 
many students also articulated an aspiration to continue 
practicing.

I really think I should continue meditating after this 
class is over because during this last round of mid-
terms, many people were stressing, but I feel much 
less stressed now, if at all. It helps me focus and not 
feel overwhelmed. I also just feel more connected to 
myself afterwards.
I feel like if I stick with meditation and keep it a part of 
my life that I will continue to learn more about being 
and living, resulting in a greater development of under-
standing for all the life around me, as well as my own.

These distinct reasons indicate the broad reach of the 
class and how each student chose to interpret meditation in 
their own meaningful way.

Discussion

The many well-researched and numerously cited benefits of 
meditation have prompted some educational researchers to 
call for a public-health oriented approach to bringing medi-
tation to higher education. They reason that if mindfulness 
could be taught to all students, university educators might 
prevent the growth of mental health issues and stem the 
increasing demand for on-campus services (Parcover et al., 
2015). Other researchers have argued that the best way to 
deliver meditation has not been fully investigated and more 
research is required before administrators would have a rea-
son to create a standard curriculum (Hindman et al., 2015). 
In fact, the published research examining a mandatory mind-
fulness course found that many students were not interested 
and did not participate fully (Ching et al., 2015).

Undergraduates are just learning to think critically about 
their world, question assumptions and decide for themselves 
how to live their lives. Providing them an understanding of 
the cultural and historical forces that have brought mindful-
ness and meditation into contemporary life helps students 
understand a modern ‘trend,’ and offers them a number of 
ways to think about and pursue contemplative practice. It 
also allows them to take charge of their own engagement. “In 
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my short meditation training in high school I never learned 
about the Dharma or Buddha’s history,” wrote one student. 
“It helped me to know how meditation began and what are 
its principles. That way I am not just following directions.” 
Another student commented on how the contextual mate-
rials offered during the seminar changed his perspective. 
“The Dhamma Brothers…motivated me to take meditation 
more seriously… I suppose if a murderer can face his inner 
self silently for ten days, I should be able to handle it.” A 
class structure that includes ten weeks of meditation prac-
tice provides students with significant understanding of their 
personal experience so they can decide for themselves if they 
want to continue. Making their own decisions is important 
to young adults, as this student made abundantly clear. “For 
me, meditation is a mindset. It’s taking a second to breathe, 
not because the Buddha says we should or because a scientist 
says it’ll help, but because I know I need that break.”

Teaching meditation in a cultural and historical context 
creates a broad orientation that is inclusive of a diversity of 
students and addresses their multiple reasons for taking the 
seminar. The class described in this article includes contempla-
tive practices that address students’ concerns with the stress 
of undergraduate life and provides them relief from the over-
whelming demands. The framework presents a view of mul-
tiple forms of the Dharma that were understandable to those 
students raised in Buddhist households or “heritage traditions” 
and those students who may have a parent who practices 
meditation as part of a “meditation-based convert lineage.” 
Buddhist communities in the US are widely distinctive in the 
traditions they follow and the practices they teach, a fact that a 
number of scholars have recently articulated (McMahan, 2008; 
Gleig, 2019).

Situating meditation and contemplative practices histori-
cally also allows educators to communicate in ways that 
address many of the issues raised by academics working in 
neuroscience, psychology, and Asian and Buddhist stud-
ies. These scholars are not opposed to teaching a practice 
that has the potential to relieve suffering, yet they have 
expressed a variety of concerns about the teaching of 
mindfulness without a context. Some note that the use of 
self-reporting scales may cause unintentional harm to the 
development of mindfulness-based interventions through a 
denaturing and distorting of the very meaning of mindful 
awareness (Huntington, 2015; Stuart, 2017). Others point 
out the great variation regarding the meaning of mindful-
ness and the fact that there is no consensus on description 
(Van Dam et al., 2018). The fundamental concern is that the 
full depth of well-being that meditation practice has to offer 
will not be incorporated into Western psychology without 
coming to terms with what mindfulness means within the 
Buddhist tradition. As one scholar argues, in referring to 
the scales that measure mindfulness as a ‘trait,’ it may be 

that “mindfulness is not a ‘construct’ as we traditionally 
understand it in Western psychology, but at depth, a way of 
being.” (Grossman & Van Dam, 2011). Other scholars have 
presented broader critiques and contend that when mind-
fulness is severed from its ethical traditions it becomes a 
tool for self-centeredness and self-absorption, characteris-
tics that reinforce the neoliberal status quo (Forbes, 2019; 
Purser, 2019).

This analysis of teaching methodology suggests that students 
benefit when contemplative practices are presented in a wide 
context that promotes curiosity, engagement and persistence. 
An intentional and systematic research project that would pro-
vide more substantive data could confirm these insights and 
a longitudinal study that addressed the implicit results of the 
study would be useful. The seminar was an academic course 
offered for credit and participants received a pass or no pass, not 
a grade. Students were encouraged to report their experiences 
honestly in order to get instructor feedback, but some may have 
been inclined to write what they thought was expected of them. 
The narrative self-reports from the nine-year teaching record of 
“Contemporary American Buddhism” contained a rich ethno-
graphic record, but more highly structured interviews could also 
provide more insight on how to present contemplative practice 
to college age students. Of primary importance would be under-
standing if offering meditation instruction within the historical 
and cultural context is what helps to sustain student interest 
in meditation and how that, in turn, affects mental health and 
academic success. A future study could make use of a mental 
health instrument and also collect demographic information on 
gender, age, and county of origin, as well as information as to 
whether the student was first generation, freshman or transfer 
student. This information could inform any resulting educa-
tional guidelines that were based on the research.

Conclusions

The purpose of this qualitative analysis was to assess the 
teaching methods employed in presenting the seminar “Con-
temporary American Buddhism.” An examination of nine 
years of student self-reports and reflections indicate that 
students had beneficial experiences similar to those reported 
with studies using MBSR and other highly structured proto-
cols. The curriculum and teaching methods employed also 
offered students historical and cultural context that provided 
an intellectual understanding and promoted choice and a 
sense of agency, two values important to young adults. 
Given the interest in bringing contemplative practices to 
college campuses, it is important to understand different 
pedagogical approaches and methodologies and this article 
adds to the growing research in this area.
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