Contemplative practices in Higher Education: Breathing heart and mindfulness into the staff and student experience

Introduction

There is a concern that many students in Higher Education experience stress and anxiety and that the curriculum may be under pressure to become an instrumental, narrowly vocational space. Furthermore, there is a recognition that, in these hardened economic times, staff are also under pressure to maintain and even increase productivity within ever-shrinking departments/course teams and ever-increasing financial constraints.  This has implications for the well-being of staff.  Parker Palmer, the US educator, has stated: “The only gift we have to give to our students is ourselves” (2009).  If staff feel under pressure, the open and relaxed ‘posture’ necessary to relate fully with students, and which allows the involvement of the whole person, is restricted, as is the ability to give students the gift of oneself. 

There are a number of projects that focus on introducing into the curriculum spaces for creativity, reflection and personal growth. One such project is that of Dr. Jan Sellers, (University of Kent at Canterbury) who is pioneering the use of the labyrinth to support teaching, learning and the student experience.  

With the intention of building on this work, and on the growing body of literature around contemplative/mindfulness pedagogies (Hart, 2004; Langer, 1993; 1997; 2000; Palmer and Zajonc, 2010; Zajonc, 2009), Jennifer Bright and Helen Pokorny of Westminster Exchange, the University of Westminster’s teacher education unit, applied to the Staff Educational Development Association (SEDA) for a grant to host a one-day labyrinth-making workshop, facilitated by specialists Jeff and Kimberly Saward of Labyrinthos (www.labyrinthos.net) . The aim of the workshop was to allow those in attendance to learn how to draw/make labyrinths with a view to their then using the labyrinth in their respective institutions as a contemplative tool; to experience walking a labyrinth  and to then reflect on how it might be used in their work. Participants agreed to later being surveyed about their experience and ideas for using the labyrinth in their work as lecturers, counsellors and student support workers and to sharing any existing contemplative/ mindfulness practices already used in their work. 
This paper will first of all briefly overview of the reported benefits that contemplative/mindfulness practices can bring.  It will then provide a picture of the way in which the workshop was run and will report the responses to the questions asked of those who attended. It will conclude with observations and suggestions for further research. 
Clarification of terms

Before going any further however, it would be valuable to clarify some distinctions between how the terms contemplation, mindfulness and reflection are understood and used within this paper. What seems to distinguish them  is the degree to which the thinking mind is engaged.
Reflection is understood to be about thinking.  Bolton (2010) describes it as an in-depth consideration of events or situations … from a variety of angles… (p.13). Contemplation, however, is a holding of something (e.g. a question, an object, a line of poetry) within the being, within the body/mind.  A contemplative stance suggests this intention of an internal holding or beholding.  “Mindfulness means paying attention in a particular way: on purpose, in the present moment, and non-judgementally” (Kabat-Zinn, 2006) and requires a conscious bringing back of the attention to the present moment. The terms ‘contemplative practices’ and ‘mindfulness practices’ will be used interchangeably as the practices (e.g. ikebana, tai chi ch’uan, mindful walking, yoga, observation of nature, observation of the breath, silent sitting) are shared. 
Some of the literature (cf Shapiro et al, 2008) uses the term ‘meditation’ or ‘mindfulness meditation’ rather than ‘contemplation’.  However, it is not a term used in this paper (unless as part of a quotation or paraphrase) as it has an overtly religious connotation for some (e.g. having the intention to merge into the Silence/Oneness) which could create a barrier to its being used by those of specific faiths or none. 

Brief overview of some benefits of contemplative practices

According to the Centre for Contemplative Mind in Society, contemplative practices can:

· facilitate the development of deep concentration and insight 

· help develop the ‘observer’ faculty, enabling one to step back, gain distance, question and reflect

· sharpen focus, concentration and insight

· manage stress and its impact on the body/mind

· generate a sense of calm and well-being

· provide space and relief from stressful and distracting thoughts

(www.contemplativemind.org/practices/ date accessed: 5 July 2011)

In addition to this, Palmer (2009) asserts that “contemplative time supports becoming self-aware, slowing down and making choices that are life-giving and soul-nourishing” (p.249) - effects that could benefit not only the practitioner but all those in their community, whether social or academic.  (For a full overview of research findings regarding the benefits of meditation, see Shapiro et al (2008) Toward the integration of meditation into Higher Education: A review of research).
The labyrinth
The labyrinth is a tool that can provide such contemplative time. Unlike a maze, which has multiple pathways, and the potential to lose oneself, the labyrinth has a single path leading to and from the centre. This releases the person walking from all decisions about direction and path and, as a result, has the potential to facilitate focused rather than scattered attention. 
The workshop
Jeff and Kimberly Saward have been researching and designing labyrinths for many decades. Jeff began the workshop by putting the labyrinth in its historical and cultural context. The basic labyrinth design has been dated to around 2500 BC found on prehistoric petroglph on a river bank in Goa (Seward, 2003). He showed how this basic design has appeared around the world  and how it has developed into intricate patterns of great beauty, each with its single path to the centre. He then showed how these apparently complex labyrinths with their many circuits start from a simple ‘seed pattern’.  For the classical labyrinth design the seed pattern consists of an equal-armed cross, four brackets and four dots (Hancock, 2011). The points of the seed pattern are simply joined together to create a seven-circuit labyrinth.  Armed with knowledge of this technique, participants at the workshop were able to move from a position of never having drawn a labyrinth to creating their own elaborate labyrinth designs using beads, fabrics, felts, pasta shapes, string and pens. These were table-top designs that might be used as finger labyrinths.  Jeff then illustrated how easy it is to construct a temporary classical labyrinth for walking using a variety of materials including bird seed, plastic cups, paint, candles and other readily available resources. He proceeded to mark out two temporary labyrinths on the workshop floor, one with rope and the second with masking tape. Each took about 20 minutes to construct. Participants, who wanted to, then had time to walk the labyrinth on their own or as part of a group using some basic rules:
· There is no right or wrong way to walk

· Have no expectations

· Listen to your heart

· Experience your experience

· If you want to pause, just do so. If you want to overtake someone, just move quietly past them, paying extra care to where you are going next.

The participants
There were 15 participants who were either currently working in Higher Education or who had done so until recently. Roles included that of counsellor; dyslexia support advisor; librarian; lecturer; freelance consultant.
Survey questions

Participants were asked four questions in a questionnaire sent out seven weeks after the event: 
· What was your experience of walking the labyrinth?

· What sorts of ideas do you have for using the labyrinth?

· What has been your experience of using the labyrinth so far?  With whom? And with what reported effects?

· What other contemplative/mindfulness practices do you already use? With whom?  And with what reported effects?

Participants’ responses

Below are some participants’ responses. (This is raw data from responses received so far; additional responses are forthcoming. We hope to secure further funding to allow data to be analysed, themes identified and a detailed profile of participants drawn up.)
What was your experience of walking the labyrinth?

· “Towards the centre, closer to people; more concentration needed to be sensitive to others and avoid harming them.  Comfort.  Togetherness. Pleasure in drawing closer to people I’ve already got to know a little … but this greater closeness is welcome.  Shared experience brings you closer than just talking together.”
· “The experience of walking the labyrinth is hard to express in words – it’s something you just have to experience first hand.  It’s not rational, but there is no doubt in my mind that I felt differently on the walk out of the labyrinth than on the way in. Less anxious, calmer.”

· “Space for exploratory experimentation; a sense of calm and peace especially when creating labyrinths; a new sense of creativity.”

· “It was interesting to undertake as a group activity but I can’t say the experience of doing it in a group prompted much in the way of thoughts or feelings.”
What other contemplative/mindfulness practices do you already use in your work? And with what reported effects? 
· I use mindfulness in order for students to access potentially new information that might have been hidden. I also use mindfulness to develop complementary therapists’ experience of empathic development. This year I plan to use mindfulness as a support to study. Students report positive and practice-changing responses, both verbally and in their reflective assessments.
· Listening to music on headphones. Leg-stretching and short walks. Latter is useful for clearing my mind, and helping me go back to a task afresh. The last few months I have been going to tango classes, and occasionally do some tango walking solo – in the gents or in the kitchen area when no one is about! Tango is basically about ‘the walk’, i.e. walking in a patterned, very balanced way leading from the torso rather than the legs. Practising it on my own, when I get it right, can feel quite ‘mindful’ at times.

What has been your experience of using the labyrinth so far? With whom? And with what reported effects?

Only one workshop participant had any experience in this area. (This may be both an indication of the need to have readily accessible labyrinths, either permanent or temporary, and of the fact that, to allow as many to attend as possible, the workshop was held in April once the majority of teaching/ student contact had finished.) As a student counsellor, she had used it:   

· with overseas students taking 5 or 10-week pre-sessional English courses as a de-stresser (although in reality it served as a tool for reflection as it was walked at the end of the course). 

· with counselling clients

· as part of her University’s Health and Well-being days

The comments below are taken from a book kept by the counsellor in which all who walk the labyrinth are asked to record their experiences. 
· “You realise what’s important.”

· “Your thoughts can be lost but you are not.”

· “Follow your heart and slow down your walk.”





                   Pre-sessional students

· “Realised that I prioritised others rather than focusing on self.”

· “Life is an individual walk so no time or opportunity to get to know everyone you pass.”

· “Needed to slow down or concentrate harder when the path was more difficult.”

· The need to be patient to follow a long path in order to reach the goal.  There are no shortcuts.    
                                               Counselling clients
· “Deeply relaxing.” 

· “A rising sense of joy.” 

· “Uplifting to release all my worries”
· “… has been part of the healing process”
· “The mind likes to rest…”

· “Made me realise how much I’m holding back and not letting myself go …”

· “It’s good to break from the repetitive rhymths and into the present.”





Health and Well-being day participants
What sorts of ideas do you have for using the labyrinth? 

· an experiential activity to help students with both personal and academic reflection

· constructive doodling; self-esteem building – success of drawing one

· stress reduction; reflection generally; balancing emotions; ability to study

· using with counselling clients in parallel with their counselling sessions; teaching and learning as a reflective tool

· creating a contemplation area for relaxation at the University

· raising awareness of pacing of self in context of e.g. time management, PDP, study/revision, lesson planning,

problem solving and creative thinking activities. I wondered whether one pedagogic use of labyrinths would be in group project work, e.g. when groups want to make a group decision such as agreeing on or allocating roles, deciding on a course of action, agreeing on a solution, or troubleshooting a problem that has arisen (that might very well be due to group dynamics). Before people make a decision, they take time out stop talking and walk a labyrinth, or those who want to do so do so (others could take time out instead provided they respect the silence). Maybe also make a labyrinth available for those using problem-based learning, where there is a heavy emphasis on group work and group decision making. Build in a walk at key points in the PBL process. There’s plenty of evidence that in group discussions the quality of thinking and decision making can often be improved by participants agreeing to observe a deliberate pause after a contribution before continuing. A labyrinth could work on the same principle of building in a structured time for reflection.

· as an alternative way of experiencing mindful walking.  This would take place within the context of an MA in Global Management.  I will also discuss the concept of labyrinth with our Disability Officer.

· contemplation, reflective practice; calming - students and staff; explore roles e.g. boundaries; exploring theoretical concepts in an embodied way

· reflective practice – explore how we can use the labyrinth in this context; mindfulness – incorporate into workshops as a tool; will also consider using it within my own practice as a psychotherapist

· having a permanent one on campus for stressed staff and students to walk; or a temporary one for special occasions e.g. at annual Teaching and Learning Symposium.

· produce one in my garden; show friends how to construct one; explore a labyrinth/combine with walking meditation

· within Leadership/Management – tying in to a broad movement that is concerned with ‘emergence’ in leadership. Labyrinth walking would be one activity that encourages ‘contemplation’, ‘mindfulness’ – giving time and space for ‘emergent’ processes

· supporting students – something about goal setting, managing time and anxiety

· I was struck by the idea of using the drawing of labyrinths to calm the mind and also to tap into creative minds of the students

· I was also interested in using the labyrinth to explore concepts related to relationships in a body centred way.  For example, what is your response in walking the labyrinth when someone is in your way? Do you always yield? Do you get frustrated? Et cetera

· I think this experiential exploration links well to reflective practice in exploring ideas in a physical way
· Bringing quietness, stillness, beauty, time for reflection and restoration into many different work and study contexts.

Conclusion
A labyrinth is but one approach to bringing mindful practices to students and staff in higher education. Not all will be disposed to these forms of practices. Some who have walked the labyrinth have reported that “it didn’t do much for me” or that it was “disorientating.”  This evidences the fact that there are individual differences and that no one activity will produce the same felt effects for all.   However, many experience the process positively and research papers into educational applications of mindfulness practices are rapidly increasing (Shapiro et al, 2008).  At their heart, mindful practices are ways to ‘support important affective and interpersonal capacities that foster psychological well-being and the development of the ‘whole person’’ (Shapiro et al p.4) as well as traditionally valued academic skills. 
We would be very interested to explore these ideas further with colleagues in other institutions and across disciplinary contexts, both with other educators and with staff who work to support the student experience in other capacities.  It would be instructive to engage in further research to discover how the implementation of such practices affect staff and students - whether in terms of well-being or in terms of enhanced learning or greater empathy.  

It would also be instructive to learn if mindfulness practices can:

· lead to greater empathy through energy not being lost through future projections or past ruminations 

· affect teachers’ /students’ perceptions of their effectiveness in the classroom (whether via enhanced relationships/ enthusiasm/ greater calm (lack of overwhelm); 

· enhance learning and learning relationships;
· aid the development of equanimity and resilience; 

· support staff and students’ well-being at times of stress and uncertainty.
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