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The aim of this practice paper is to seek input and discussion on development of module in 

Mindfulness Approaches to Teaching and Learning in Higher Education. Our wish is that this 

module be co-developed and co-owned by the International Conference on Engaging Pedagogy 

(ICEP) community and that it becomes a support tool for both learners and educators. We 

propose this module be both a standalone Academic and Professional Development (APD) 

programme, and an elective module on an MA in Training and Education in Griffith College 

for the academic year 2015-16.  

   

ICEP is an annual event that brings together higher education teaching and learning 

practitioners. The first ICEP conference was in Griffith College in 2008 and its genesis was to 

support lecturers in developing and sharing engaging pedagogy. Since then it has been hosted 

by a number of different providers of higher education including UCD, NUIM, NCI, ITB, IT 

Sligo and AIT. As one of many teaching and learning events in an already crowded space the 

ICEP steering committee sought to differentiate the conference by using the voice of ICEP 

participants to inform and guide the conference each year. There have been a variety of 

mechanisms used to this end to encourage participant contribution beyond that of involvement 

during paper presentations. Initially arm chair sessions were used to stimulate discussion and 

participation. This moved then to an opportunity for participants to ‘pitch’ ideas to the rest of 

the ICEP group. As part of the conference programme, those interested in a particular pitch as 

presented, convened to tease out their mutual interest and motivation for developing the idea. 

One such pitch presented by Dr Larry McNutt in 2013 was on contemplative pedagogy. There 

was widespread support and interest in this idea with the effect of it becoming the main 

conference theme for ICEP 2014 which was held in Athlone Institute of Technology. Thanks 

to funding from the National Forum for the Enhancement of Teaching and Learning, Professor 

Daniel Barbezat was keynote speaker at the ICEP 2014 conference. Daniel Barbezat is 

Professor of Economics at Amherst College and Executive Director with the Centre for 

Contemplative Mind in Society.   

 

 

In a recent book publication Barbezat and Bush (2014) suggest a form of contemplative 

pedagogical practice in higher education as a way of expanding the traditional curriculum 

where knowledge and analytical abilities are fostered, to one where learners have agency in 

their learning. They, similar to other educationalist (Eisner, 1969; Kelly, 2009; Scott, 2007; 
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Stenhouse, 1975) oppose the objectives approach where curriculum is outcome-based on the 

basis of it being single minded or narrow in focus. They argue that this narrow approach based 

on goals may contribute to a mindless learner, as opposed to a mindful learner. If a learner is 

mindful they are in the learning and of the moment, as opposed to a mindless learner who is 

not. Barbezat and Bush (2014), similar to other great educationalists such as Lawton (1984) 

and Dewey (1956), fear that learner attention may be drawn to one of success or failure rather 

than a natural desire for inquiry or exploration when they are mindlessly learning. They offer 

suggestions regarding the inclusion of contemplative practices and pedagogy that use 

introspection and reflection interchangeably in a manner that contributes to individual and 

collective deep internal questioning, connection and insight. The current model of curriculum 

development advocated by Quality and Qualifications Ireland (QQI) includes insight as a sub-

strand but falls short of discussion and guidance regarding what this deep level of insight might 

look like or be achieved. The outcome of a curriculum insight strand is the ability to ‘express 

a comprehensive internalized, personal world view, manifesting solidarity with others’ (QQI, 

2014, p.6). This is an abstract high level outcome, and as such one that is difficult to measure 

or assess. It offers a real example of the difficulties with an objectives driven model and high 

level outcomes. However, Barbezat and Bush (2014) offer some concrete examples of how one 

might include pedagogical practices to develop this outcome in a real and tangible manner. The 

tangible assessable outcomes relate to problem solving, critical thinking and analytical skills. 

The challenge remains in bringing this type of pedagogy into curricula development at an early 

stage when the underpinning pedagogy is being agreed by curriculum teams.  

 

Although contemplative pedagogy is relatively new to higher education it is not a new concept. 

Palmer in 1993 called for education with ‘wholesight’ where ‘the mind and heart unite’. He 

argued: 

…with the mind’s eye we see a world of fact and reason…with the eye of the heart we see a world warmed 

and transformed by the power of love, a vision of community beyond the mind’s capacity to see. 

Palmer (1993, p.xxiii) 

This type of education, Palmer argued, is more than teaching and learning facts; ‘it means being 

drawn into personal responsiveness and accountability to each other and the world of which 

we are part’ and he argued that ‘we can make no rigid distinction between the knower and the 

known, that every scientific finding is a mixture of subjective and objective elements’ (Palmer, 

1993, p.15 & 27). He challenged educators to facilitate learners as both the knower, and that 

which is known; thus breaking free from the alienation of both. In this way the teacher is a 
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mediator between the knowledge and the learner interpreting that knowledge with 

wholesightedness. Palmer refers to this approach as the spiritual journey of education and takes 

it up again with Zajonc in 2010 in a call for renewing higher education through embedding the 

concept of wholesightedness (Palmer & Zajonc, 2010).  Similarly Hogan (2010) calls for a 

more imaginative understanding of education that ‘cultivates humanity’s maturity’ rather than 

‘matching the functional requirements of a globalized age’. In doing this he argues the learner 

will have ‘…a shared awareness that they are active and responsible participants in their own 

learning’, where ‘…it becomes natural for them to ask more searching questions’ (Hogan, 

2010, p.154).  

 

Contemplative pedagogy as advocated by Barbezat and Bush (2014) based on mindfulness 

practices can assist in Hogan’s (2010) call for a curriculum that cultivates humanity’s maturity, 

and Palmer and Zajonc (2010) bid for wholesightedness education. With this in mind we 

propose the following module for inclusion in an MA in Training and Education, or as a 

standalone APD programme. We recommend this module be pitched at level nine on the 

National Framework of Qualifications (NFQ) and be representative of ten ECTS (European 

Credits Transfer System) credits. We invite you to review the following draft module descriptor 

and offer us your thoughts on such a module. We welcome your input regarding context and 

outcomes of the module, in addition to your views regarding potential interest in such a 

module/programme.  
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Draft Module Descriptor [Level 9, 10 ECTS credits] 

 

 

Title: Mindfulness Approaches to Teaching and Learning in Higher Education 

 

 

Aim 

 

This module has two interrelated aims. The first aim is to facilitate students (lecturers) 

developing their mindfulness practice and understanding of mindfulness as an approach to self-

care and development for the educator. The second aim is that students (lecturers) will learn to 

design, facilitate and review a range of approaches to mindful learning in the disciplines for 

their students. This is not a module or a qualification in teaching mindfulness but rather 

increasing the student’s (lecturers) repertoire of engaging pedagogical approaches.  

 

Learning outcomes 

 

At the end of this module students will be able to: 

 Engage regularly in a selected range of mindfulness practices for self-care and 

development; 

 Critically review concepts, features and underpinning principles of mindfulness; 

 Discuss and debate current issues of mindfulness and mindful learning in higher 

education drawing on relevant research; 

 Critically discuss international and national case studies on the use of mindful learning 

in different disciplines to inform educational practice; 

 Design, facilitate and review a range of mindful learning in the disciplines practices 

including mindful reading, mindful writing and mindful listening with their students; 

and 

 Critically reflect on personal learning about mindfulness and mindful learning. 

 

 

Assessment 

 

The assessment will be by ePortfolio thereby facilitating students demonstrate their learning 

using text, visuals and other multi media artefacts. The first part of the ePortfolio will review 

learning in the context of developing a personal mindfulness practice. The second part will 

discuss the development of their educational practice from the implementation of different 

approaches to mindful learning with their students. Both parts of the ePortfolio will draw on 
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journal entries, case studies of facilitating mindful learning, audios of guided practices, and 

underpinning research.  

 

Learning Environment 

The module will be facilitated on a block release basis over two weekends across two months 

– all day Friday and Saturday one month followed by the same in month two. Moodle will be 

used extensively to facilitate a blended learning environment across both months. Students will 

be expected to contribute to a collaborative learning community of mindfulness educators by 

supporting each other through sharing resources and experiences.  

 

Teaching and Learning Strategies 

The teaching and learning strategies will draw on best international practice through 

international collaborations and partnerships. In addition, there will be strong emphasis on 

experiential learning, as the key way of learning mindfulness is through the practice of doing. 

Students will share their educational practice in pairs and groups as part of formative 

assessment.  


