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According to Zajonc (2013), a ‘quiet revolution’ is unfolding in higher education through the 

introduction of contemplative practices. Owen-Smith (2018) outlines the need for such 

practices in order to promote a modern skill set beyond the procurement of information alone 

which has come to characterise higher education institutions in recent years, towards a re-

imagination of the university’s purpose and practice, one centred on an ethical and 

compassionate vision for the 21st century. The Tree of Contemplative Practices developed by 

the Center for Contemplative Mind in Society organises contemplative practices currently in 

use in secular organisational and academic settings into the following categories – stillness; 

generative; creative; activist; relational; movement; and ritualistic/cyclical 

(http://www.contemplativemind.org).  Deep Talk is a contemplative practice which falls into 

the relational category.  

Deep Talk incorporates narrative as an approach to building community with participants. It 

is being used in Finland, the Netherlands, the UK, Australia and Ireland with adults and 

youth, in work and business settings, as well as in education contexts. It offers a range of 

possibilities within Higher Education. The focus of this extended abstract is an introduction 

to the Deep Talk method, a review of its efficacy in terms of the Scholarship of Teaching and 

Learning (SoTL) as well as the possibilities it offers for professional development and 

collegial support within Higher Education. 



 

 
 

 

Deep Talk has its roots in Godly Play® which is an approach to Christian nurture (Berryman, 

1995). Tuula Valkonen, the developer of Deep Talk drew on a number of Godly Play® 

principles and adapted them to create a spiritual process suitable for secular settings. Deep 

Talk also has connections to VUCA-world theory, work counselling methods and theories of 

dialogue and participation. Valkonen says that those who will be successful in this VUCA-

world are those who are flexible and who have a strong inner language of values, who learn 

quickly from experience and move forward with new ideas. She argues that the ability to 

collaborate and to create a joint community language, as well as seeking feedback and 

reflecting, are important skills which can be nurtured through Deep Talk (Valkonen, 2015). 

 

The core elements of a Deep Talk session are dialogue and participation and as such, it serves 

as a real practice-ground for proper communication. Silence is also used in Deep Talk a positive 

tool for dialogue. The process of a typical Deep Talk session consists of the following: 

1. A circle of participants is formed and an invitation to listen to a story is offered.  

2. A story is told in a very particular fashion (no eye contact on the part of the leader, a 

Desert Bag and minimal props).  

3. Wondering questions are engaged with (normal eye contact from this point onwards). 

4. The wondering is concluded and the Desert Bag is closed. 

5. An exchange of places occurs. The leader also changes his/her place. 

6. The Desert Bag is opened again and the leader and participants bring the story which 

has just been heard, into dialogue with participants’ current contexts. This is a period 

of community questions and play. It is the role of the leader to follow the direction of 

the answers of the community engaged in the playing of the interactive community 

story. 

7. The leader asks the participants to take a figure from a basket and to place it on the 

landscape of the Desert Bag. 

8. The discussion of the figures’ locations takes place.  

9.  The leader closes up the session by asking: “Is this good enough?” and putting their 

hands over the landscape as a mark of closing: “This is good!”. 

10. Finally, there is a simple celebration. 

 



 

 
 

 

The practice of Deep Talk in the School of Human Development at Dublin City University 

(DCU) has been growing steadily over the past two years. Deep Talk has been incorporated 

into school meetings on a couple of occasions in order to help members to consider the vision 

and mission of the school. In addition, individual members of the school have gathered on a 

number of occasions to take part in Deep Talk sessions. The method has also been employed 

with students on the BEd and PMEP programme in various guises.  

An experience to partake in the practice of Deep Talk is essential for garnering an 

understanding of the method and it is proposed that participants engaging with this practice 

paper would be given such an opportunity within a workshop setting followed by a discussion 

of the application of this method in higher education settings.   

 

 

 

ACMHE. (2018). The association for contemplative mind in higher education. Retrieved 

from http://www.contemplativemind.org. Florence, MA: The Center for Contemplative Mind 

in Society. 

Berryman, J. (1995). Godly Play: an imaginative approach to religious education. 2nd ed. 

Minneapolis: Augsburg. 

Owen-Smith, P. (2018). The Contemplative Mind in the Scholarship of Teaching and 

Learning. Indiana: Indiana University Press. 

Valkonen, T. (2015) Deep Talk. Helsinki: Kirjapaja. 

Zajonc, A. (2013). Contemplative pedagogy: A quiet revolution in higher education. New 

Directions for Teaching and Learning, 134, 83–94. 

 

http://www.contemplativemind.org/

