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Abstract 
This paper defines mindfulness and considers the benefits of mindfulness in higher education 

from both the perspective of the student and the educator. This paper is a result of a review of 

the literature and seeks to establish the benefits of mindfulness in higher education from the 

perspective of the student and the educator.  It also identifies gaps in the existing empirical 

research and highlights the need for future large scale, multi-site empirical studies in relation 

to mindfulness in higher education to help to progress policy in this area.   

 

 

Key words 

Higher education, mindfulness, student, educator, policy 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



	
	

3	

1. Introduction 

Founded in the ancient Buddhist philosophy as Sati (Chiesa, 2012), mindfulness has evolved 

over the past three decades to be a subject of empirical studies within the field of psychology 

and has gained attention in the academic literature as applied in studies such as those related 

to mental and physical health (Woodruff, et al., 2014), criminal psychology (Parks and 

Mariatt, 2004), education (Langer 1997; Bush, 2011), relaxation and stress reduction 

(Hinterman, et al., 2012; Williams and Penman, 2011; Gilbert and Choden, 2013; Kabat-

Zinn, 2013).  Daily practice is known to increase acceptance, compassion, non-judgement, 

positivity and empathy, and ultimately helps to promote a calm and restful mind (Brach, 

2011).  In education, mindfulness supports student learning and improves student 

performance (Langer 1997). October 2015 has seen the publication of a Mindful Nation UK 

Report. The Mindful Nation UK report is the result of a twelve month inquiry by the 

Mindfulness All-party Parliamentary Group into how Mindfulness could be applied across 

the policy areas of health, education, criminal justice and the workplace (Mindful Nation UK, 

2015).  This is indeed recognition of the benefits of mindfulness, and although the focus of 

this report is school education, the report recognizes the increase in mental health issues 

amongst 17 to 19 year old youths and the benefits of mindful practice to improving the 

wellbeing and educational potential of this group. 

2. Review of the literature 

The definition of mindfulness as a concept has been subject to debate over a number of years 

(Bishop, et al., 2004).  Bodhi (2013) and Gilbert and Choden (2013) have proposed that the 

concept is broad, perhaps over defined, and in reality, difficult to capture in a single 

definition.  Table 1 offers an overview of definitions of mindfulness.   

Table 1.1: Definitions of mindfulness 

Nairn (1999, 
p24) 

“Mindfulness can be defined as knowing what is happening while it is happening, 
no matter what it is” 

Bishop, et. al 
(2004, p232)   
Two component 
model of 
mindfulness 
 

Component 1:  “..the self-regulation of attention so that it is maintained on 
immediate experience, thereby allowing for increased recognition of mental events 
in the present moment” 
 
Component 2:  “..adopting a particular orientation toward one’s experiences in the 
present moment, an orientation that is characterised by curiosity, openness, and 
acceptance” 

Bishop, et al., 
(2004, p234) 

“..a process of regulating attention in order to bring a quality of nonelaborative 
awareness to current experience and a quality of relating one’s experience within 
an orientation of curiosity, experiential openness, and acceptance” 
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Kabat-Zinn 
(2005, p 108) 

“Mindfulness can be thought of as moment to moment, non-judgemental 
awareness, cultivated by paying attention in a specific way, that is, in the present 
moment, and as non-reactively, as non-judgementally, and as openheartedly as 
possible” 

Gilbert and 
Choden (2013, 
p xviii) 
Mindful 
compassion 

“learning how to observe carefully what goes on in our minds” 
 
“being open and receptive to suffering….how we then respond to suffering in 
ourselves and others” 

Bodhi (2013, p 
22) 

“The word mindfulness is so vague and elastic that it serves almost as a cipher into 
which we can read virtually anything we want” 

Source: Original 

Although mindfulness itself is proposed by Bodhi (2013) to be somewhat vague, there are 

common elements within these definitions.  Mindfulness is characterised above by the 

concepts of openness, awareness, empathy non-judgement, acceptance and being in the 

present moment.  It is proposed by Gilbert and Choden (2013) to be inextricably linked to the 

concept of compassion as to be defined by them as “mindful compassion”, to be taught 

together as the key theories which culminate in a peaceful and enlightened mind. Whilst all of 

these definitions capture the essence of the concept, the most commonly quoted author in 

both the popular (Williams and Penman, 2011) and in the academic literature (Schmertz, et 

al., 2008; Chiesa, 2013), (although these are in many cases interchangeable), is that of Kabat-

Zinn (2005; 2013), who has both academic integrity and popular appeal.  This definition is 

thought to capture the concept of mindfulness (Weare, 2013) and can be summarised as 

moment to moment non judgemental awareness. 

2.2 Mindfulness in higher education 

The practice of mindfulness in school based education in general is fairly well established 

and a recognised body of literature proposing the application of mindfulness training in 

education has evolved over the past four decades (Capel, 2012).  The prevailing opinion 

within this literature is that mindfulness training is beneficial to both the student and the 

teacher, although in recent studies Greenberg and Harris (2011) have proposed that current 

research has been not yet been sufficient to prove the benefits of mindfulness in education.  

The practice of mindfulness in higher education, and the body of literature associated with it, 

however, is not so well established and although reflective mindful practices have been 

applied in the teaching of medical (Rosenzweig, et al., 2003; Shapiro, et al., 1998) and social 

work students (Mishna and Bogo, 2007; McGarrigle and Walsh, 2011), and in a few cases 

has been embedded in the curriculum (Bush, 2011), it is not generally a recognised practice 

in this field.  The practice of mindfulness in higher education was developed and influenced 
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by the eastern philosophy and practices of those who introduced it (Bush, 2011).  The 

majority of research into education and higher education has been carried out in the USA, 

(Vacar, 2001; Caldwell, et al., 2010; van Aaldren, et al., 2014; Weare, 2013; Ramsburg and 

Youmans, 2013), although there is a growing body of literature from across Europe (Hyland, 

2012) Asia (Mahani, 2012) and New Zealand (Mapel, 2012). Many of these studies have 

their theoretical basis in the discipline of psychology, where ontological and epistemological 

perspectives have tended towards the positivist philosophy of research (Caldwell, et al., 2010; 

Greenberg and Harris, 2011; Ramsburg and Youmans, 2013).  On the whole therefore, the 

studies are single site, quantitative and are often based on fairly limited samples of college 

students (Lamis and Dvorak, 2014; Mapel, 2012).  That is not to say that these are not 

relevant; however, sample size and the limitations of carrying out research in a single 

institution, indicate a body of literature which is at the early stages of academic development.  

Few studies on the impact of mindfulness practices in higher education are based on 

qualitative data collection (Capel 2012).  Interestingly, Rogers (2001) proposes the reflective 

processes such as mindfulness are in themselves inductive because they start from the basis 

of experience, as opposed to deductive, where they would be theory based. Reflective studies 

therefore, by their very nature, lend themselves to qualitative, reflective methods of data 

collection such as in-depth interview which, although they may be subject to the prejudices of 

the researcher, produce a richness of very personal experiences which may be valuable in 

offering further insight into existing quantitative survey based results (Miles and Huberman, 

1994).   

Langer (1997) and Langer and Moldoveanu (2000) have been prolific in the research and 

analysis of mindfulness practices in education as a method of advancing the student 

experience.  Whilst these studies are applicable in educational settings associated with the 

education of children and teenagers, it could be argued that practices may need to be adapted 

for older students, however, Langer continues to be one of the most influential writers in the 

field of mindful education.  In terms of higher education, Rogers (2001) offers a detailed 

analysis and application of reflection in higher education.  He proposes that the term 

mindfulness is one of multiple terms and is used interchangeably with the term reflection, 

proposing confusion as regards terminology. Definitions therefore, of the application of 

mindfulness in higher education, have been more difficult to find.  Lau (2009), however, 

proposes that: 
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“…it is evident that mindfulness practice is helpful in enhancing the academic performance 

of students through a holistic approach by developing the skills of emotional, bodily and 

interpersonal awareness” (p175)  

If studies based on the experiences of the students are rare, then studies based on the 

education, experiences and consequent application of mindfulness by those teaching in 

education, the educator, are even rarer (van Aalderen, et al., 2014).  Consequently this paper 

seeks insights from the body of literature pertaining to mindfulness research in higher 

education but also looks to the domain of school based education (Vacarr, 2001), life-long 

learning and education (Hyland, 2012), leadership (Ridings, 2011), the training of teachers 

and training counsellors (Campbell, et al., 2012), and the generic mindfulness literature, for 

concepts and practices which are or might be applied in higher education (Kabat-Zinn, 2013).  

It is proposed therefore that there is a gap in the literature as concerns the exploration and 

application of mindfulness in higher education.  This next part of the paper addresses studies 

and current practices of mindfulness in education from the perspective firstly of the student, 

the benefits, challenges and application.  It then looks at mindfulness from the perspective of 

the educator and the benefits it can offer in developing student attentiveness, compassion, 

ultimately results, empathy, personal development and managing workloads and work based 

stress. 

2.3 Methodology 

This paper is a result of a review of the literature of mindfulness in higher education from the 

perspective of the student and the educator. 

2.4 Results and discussion 

2.4.1 Mindfulness in higher education:  The student perspective 

Zajonc (2013) proposes “a quiet pedagogical revolution” in higher education in the US over 

the past two decades, suggesting the development and application of contemplative practices 

and applications which offer a variety of educational methods that support student learning 

and help develop the creativity of the teacher in terms of course development.  Hyland 

(2012), however, proposes that education is deficient in humanistic approaches to learning, 

focusing mainly on employability, despite the need throughout life for not only education, but 

for personal and emotional growth.  Research indicates that periods of mindfulness practice 

ultimately improve the student learning experience and student performance (Ramsburg and 
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Youmans, 2013).  Results of academic studies reveal improvements in student concentration 

and attention, even where students have commonly suffered behavioural difficulties (Zajonic, 

2013; Lau, 2009).  Further research proposes that short periods of mindfulness practice 

encourages creativity amongst students and increases their motivation and engagement with 

learning (Hyland, 2012).  Ultimately, this impacts positively on the experience of the teacher 

(Vacarr, 2001).  In addition, mindfulness practice in education has been found to increase the 

students’ enjoyment of learning, helping them to focus on the present moment and decreasing 

stress, particularly in relation to performance related testing (Hede, 2010; Ramsburg and 

Youmans, 2013).   Mindfulness practice has been found to have a direct impact on student 

performance by improving memory and increasing the meaningfulness of information.  

Indeed, in a study carried out with college students, using a group who did meditate and a 

group who didn’t, Ramsberg and Youmans (2014) propose that even six minutes of 

meditation improved cognitive skills necessary to increased information retention. At a 

personal level, mindfulness has been found to increase students’ interpersonal awareness, 

improving relationships with peers and teachers, decreasing the stress which is endemic in 

competitive educational environments and increasing the quality of sleep, conducive to 

improving performance (Langer 1997; Lau, 2009; Caldwell, et al., 2010).   

Langer (1997) and Hyland (2012) both question the education system as a whole in terms of 

its lack of humanistic conception and in its encouragement of mindless teaching, meaning 

that educational institutions and teachers often offer clear sets of instructions which do not 

encourage questioning and inquiry by the learner.  They propose that mindfulness practice 

encourages creative thought which is absolutely central to the learning process.  Langer and 

Moldoveanu (2000) propose that: 

“Students feel stuck and listless in the classroom.  Their teachers often absent-mindedly slog 

through long winded lectures and sermons” (p 6) 

These problems, they propose, can be addressed by introducing mindfulness into the 

curriculum, encouraging students to be in the present moment and broadening student 

understanding; not only through educational learning but by helping them to build an 

awareness of themselves as creative individuals who can and do contribute to the learning 

process.  Ultimately, the teaching of mindfulness in the educational setting addresses the 

“whole person”, not just in terms of formal education itself, but also in the education of better 

citizens who are more compassionate and empathetic to society as a whole (Miller, 2007) and 
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who will carry these skills not only into society but also into the workplace, ultimately 

creating better workplace relationships (Ridings, 2011).  This is what Lau (2009) refers to as 

“holistic education”, or “multidimensional education” (Mahani 2012), developing the whole 

person and producing citizens who are well rounded and informed, indeed enhancing their 

understanding and promotion of social responsibility (Weare 2013), a growing issue in both 

education and commerce.  Lau (2009) recommends therefore, that mindfulness be a daily 

activity in educational practice.  Zajonic (2013) proposes: 

“I am advocating for a contemplative as well as a critical intellectual education, one that 

seeks a comprehensive and deep understanding of self and world.  Suffering and evil will fall 

away only when we have attained such understanding” (p 91) 

Ultimately, Weare (2013) proposes policy developments which allow for funding of 

mindfulness in education, given its impact on academic performance and on learning.   

There are a number of issues which have been raised which apply to the teaching of 

mindfulness in an educational setting.  Firstly, Kabat-Zin (2013) raises the issue of the 

training which is necessary to become a teacher of mindfulness.  Teaching training for 

mindfulness is now widely available, however, the issue is of practices being introduced 

where people are not properly trained and may not even be practitioners.  This is worrying, 

partly due to the fine line between perspectives of goal orientated popular psychology which 

lacks theoretical foundations and can be contradictory in proposed application and true 

mindfulness practice which is conceptually consistent and is being continually researched.  

The results of this could ultimately be damaging to students.  Secondly, Mapel (2012) poses 

the question of how much theory needs to be taught versus simply teaching mindfulness as an 

experience.  The tendency in higher education, and particularly in business and social 

sciences, is to focus on theory as a basis for learning and practice, however, mindfulness is 

experiential.  Interestingly though, the students who were the subjects of Mapel’s study stated 

a preference for having a theoretical underpinning, which they felt would increase their 

willingness to participate.  This result is likely to have been influenced by the age of the 

participants in the study and the level of higher education at which they were studying, 

possibly showing a level of experience and curiosity not necessarily present in younger 

students.  Further studies by Vacarr (2001) highlight the benefits of mindfulness within 

education in the face of increasing diversity in society and in the classroom.  She proposes 

that mindfulness encourages empathy where there is diversity amongst students within the 
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educational setting.  In increasingly diverse societies, mindfulness, she proposes, allows 

students to share perspectives, and increases their understanding of “difference, power, fear, 

domination, shame, oppression and connection” (p295).  In a safe setting led by a trained 

educator, students can explore their differences and experiences with the input of mindfulness 

which increases empathy and curiosity.  This is an area which requires further research but 

which can ultimately decrease incidences of racism, sexism and religious bigotry within 

society. 

2.4.2 Mindfulness in Education:  The educator perspective 

What then are the conditions necessary to encourage mindful, reflective learning?   Rogers 

(2001), Lau (2009) and Langer and Moldoveanu (2000) propose that there must be an 

educational environment which encourages questioning and challenging of convention but 

also an environment which allows reflection, and encourages autonomy, an environment 

which sets challenges, encourages student interaction and offers regular opportunities for 

feedback.  Thus they propose that the most successful reflective learning takes place where 

students are challenged and supported by those who are educating them.  This can only occur, 

Rogers (2001) proposes, in a safe environment where trust is paramount.  

Studies by Campbell, et al., (2012) found that mindfulness training for counsellors not only 

increased awareness and empathy towards subjects, but made them more responsive, less 

judgemental and more focused.  The key here though is that the study presumes that the 

counsellors studied are also practitioners. Teachers, however, may or may not choose to 

practice, which may ultimately make them less effective in their use and teaching of 

mindfulness.  Further studies by Weare (2013) propose an increased effectiveness of 

mindfulness training in education where those involved in teaching were the embodiment of 

the philosophy itself and utilised their training within their everyday lessons.  The skills of 

the teacher are associated with listening mindfully to the student, giving trust to the students 

to speak openly and make positive contribution and decisions, offering kindness to students 

in the classroom, showing genuine interest in their subjects, having empathy with the students 

in their experience of the learning process and finally demonstrating patience and non-

striving behaviour (Weare, 2013).  This last one is interesting.  In the face of educational 

targets for progression and achievement, few educational institutions may be willing to 

encourage non-striving, however, as part of mindfulness it is core to the theoretical basis 

(Kabat-Zin 2013).  Weare (2013) recommends that teachers take part in the eight week adult 
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mindfulness programme (MBSR), commonly available to educators within the sphere of 

higher education as study for personal development, to help bring mindfulness practices into 

education.  She proposes that in increasing teacher wellbeing, mindfulness education will, for 

the teacher, increase their effectiveness in providing emotional and behavioural support for 

their students and ultimately increase learning effectiveness.  Additionally, the eight week 

course has a very positive impact on work related stress, which will ultimately impact on 

work based performance, building empathy not just for students but also for colleagues. 

According to Weare (2013), teachers have reported increases in their own motivation and 

ability to manage within the classroom.  Additionally, they have been able to build better, 

more supportive relationships with their students, the effects of which are still present in 

follow up studies carried out after three years.  

Teachers in higher education increasingly manage large class numbers and as in the school 

and further educational settings, carry out increasingly onerous management duties (Capel 

2012).  In higher education as in education as a whole, this can result in neglect of the 

individual student, particularly where extra support is needed.  Capel poses the question 

which is as relevant to adult and youth learning as it is to children.  Under such 

circumstances, how can we enhance and the student learning experience?  Again, this is about 

mindful approaches to teaching which discourage stereotyping in learning and improve the 

learning experience and quality.  She proposes that within education there is often a mindless 

approach to learning, where routine and lack of time can mean a lack of variety and change 

within the curriculum the way in which it is taught.  Langer (1997) would propose that we 

often teach habitually and process our pedagogic approaches automatically.  This is not 

surprising given the pressures of working in higher education where economies of scale result 

in classes of up to 500 students, reducing the opportunity for interaction during lecture times. 

Even in smaller seminar classes, as highlighted by Langer (1997) and Capel (2012), 

uniformity of teaching materials for consistency of learning experience across large numbers 

of students and teaching staff can lessen opportunities for creativity in teaching approaches.  

Additionally, it discourages mindful interaction between teacher and student, thus missing the 

opportunity to build student self-esteem and encourage academic enquiry (Eccles, 2009).  In 

teaching mindfulness to those involved in higher or school based education institutions, we 

are helping them to identify where, in the face of the proposed adversity, there may be more 

opportunities to be more mindful (van Aalderen, et al., 2014).  For example using techniques 

proposed as the tenets of leadership conversations, to encourage mindful dialogue between 
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teacher and student (Ridings, 2011), such as being mindful in exchanges, staying in the 

moment within the conversation without thinking ahead to what you are going to say next; in 

listening, fully concentrating on what is being said without drifting into thought; and in 

offering constructive feedback which encourages and motivates rather than criticises.  

Ultimately, Langer (1997) proposes that teachers in the school setting who engage in mindful 

learning through dialogue with students, are able develop an openness to new ideas and 

engage in co-creation of the learning experience.  To this end, she proposes that both teacher 

and learner question educational concepts and are more critical of conventional theory, 

ultimately encouraging and enhancing learning and retention.  The literature on mindfulness 

in higher education, as it stands, focuses on the student.  There is a need therefore, for further 

research into the mindfulness and its impact on the educator. 

3. Conclusion and future work 

It is unlikely that without the aid of educational policy and intervention (Weare, 2013), there 

is likely to be further promotion of mindfulness in higher education in the near future.  We 

can only hope that the further publication of research studies on the subject of university 

education might promote the pedagogic benefits of integrating mindfulness practices into this 

educational setting in the way that it is currently used in primary education. It is being 

introduced to workplace settings as a means of reducing work based stress.  In higher 

education, this is likely to encourage enquiry and thus further the state of current research, 

however, despite the obvious benefits to education and society, this is not at the forefront of 

government policy.  Interestingly, however, mindfulness practice and training are 

inexpensive and the benefits clearly outweigh any cost that may be incurred.  It is more a case 

of engaging influential minds in both policy making and in educational institutions.  

Ultimately, in an environment where achievement is at the forefront of measurement of 

success both by the student and by institutions themselves, it may be that increasing student 

performance is at the heart of the debate.  There is clearly, therefore, the need for further 

research into the effectiveness of mindfulness in higher education, both from the perspective 

of the student and the educator to inform and progress policy significantly.  The purpose of 

this paper therefore, is to encourage the implementation of mindfulness in higher education 

and to highlight that there is a lack of large scale multi-site studies, particularly within the 

sphere of qualitative research. 
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