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When you think about the word mindfulness you may not automatically associate it with learning and higher education. Most educators want to focus their attention on the subject matter being taught and the development of skills that are needed to ensure academic success, such as writing and reading skills. Mindfulness is also associated with spirituality and guided meditation, which again may not seem like a natural fit for the learning process. But mindfulness has a much broader definition and potential use, and it is utilized in both organizations and schools. The one exception is distance learning and for that field there is little direct application and implementation of mindfulness practices.
At its essence, mindfulness is about developing a focused state of mind through a process of directing and controlling thoughts and thought patterns at a specific time. It involves developing a better sense of self-awareness, being focused on breathing or anything else that helps to create a point of focus, removing mental and physical distractions, and tuning out all other thoughts. When viewed from this perspective it may be possible to use mindfulness to enhance learning, provided that students understand why it is being used if implemented directly, or utilized indirectly as an instructional strategy or series of easy-to-use tools and techniques.
What is Mindfulness?
The concept of mindfulness has origins in Eastern philosophy teachings and it is generally associated with a practice of meditation and quiet self-reflection. You may know of common phrases that are used to describe it, such as "being in the present moment" or being "centered" and "grounded" – among many other words. The art of meditation is usually taught as a solitary process and accomplished through focused breathing techniques. Mindfulness has evolved from being viewed as a strictly personal or spiritual practice and now it is used by many organizations as an employee development strategy, as a means of reducing job dissatisfaction, increasing employee well-being, improving retention, and prompting creativity.
Organizations have utilized this concept in leadership development classes as a means of helping leaders improve their decision-making process. There are many organizations that provide mindfulness courses, including Google that offers "Search Inside Yourself". When used for employee development, mindfulness has been viewed from its potential to increase self-awareness and that includes an analysis of the attitude and mindset held. It is a process of considering what a person spends their time thinking about, whether it is the past, present, or future. It is also a matter of recognizing how and what you feel, along with being aware of how you excel and what areas you need to improve upon – as a means of personal development.
Strategies to Become Mindful
The technique that is most commonly described as a method to become mindful is meditation. The goal of this reflective strategy is to quiet the mind, slow down the mental functions and thought processes, and focus on breathing patterns to achieve a calm state of mind. It is meant as a time of solitude and not taking any form of action. There are other techniques that have been taught to employees in organizations that promote being mindful, along with strategies I have shared with students to indirectly encourage them to learn mindfulness – and includes the following:
· Using a Journal: The purpose is not to live in the past but to clear out and sort through your thoughts, especially during times of uncertainty and self-doubt – to help gain new perspectives and insight.
· Scheduling Downtime: This means going offline for a break, which can be an uncomfortable thought for anyone who is always connected to their technological tools. But the purpose is to relax in some way – perhaps by taking a walk or exercising. One of the many benefits includes a feeling of renewal, which can spark creativity.
· Developing Purposeful Concentration: I encourage students to schedule their studies at a specific time of day and within that allocated time begin to read or write, stop and take a break, and then repeat those steps. For example, read for 10 minutes, then stop for two or three minutes to refocus, and complete it again. It is also possible to improve concentration while reading by taking notes, as it helps a person to think with intention or purpose and it will improve their comprehension.
· Take Purposeful Action and Avoid Reaction: This means that any time you feel like acting or reacting, stop and review both how and why you are responding. Even if this process occurs quickly it helps to shift the focus from external circumstances to an internal review. One example is a student who receives feedback but looks only at the grade and before reading the feedback they contact their instructor. If they read the feedback and reflect upon it first, they can have a productive rather than emotional conversation.
Challenges and Benefits of Being Mindful
The greatest challenge to becoming mindful is learning how to reach a state of reflection as it takes time and practice. It is not a state of mind that most people would think of achieving unless they were to read about it or learn about it from some other source (such as a class at work, a friend, etc.), try it out, and realize how it can be of benefit to them. The word mindfulness itself may also seem to be "out there" for some people. Yet the challenge I find for many students is getting them to actually stop all activities for any period of time, especially for those students who closely monitor their social networking websites. Students often tell me they can multi-task effectively but their concentration is never fully focused no matter how hard they try.
There are many well-documented benefits for the use of a regular time of quiet reflection and it includes stress and anxiety reduction, lowered blood pressure, and improved overall well-being. It can also help to improve emotional intelligence as a person becomes more aware of what they are feeling and the emotions they are experiencing. There is also an improved sense of self with this level of awareness, and a general feeling of balance. For students, learning to concentrate and improve their focus helps them with other aspects that are critical for their success. For example, they often become more organized and manage their time more effectively. I also encourage students to take time to reflect on their habits of thought and patterns of productivity, especially if they want to improve their performance – and this new self-awareness does serve them well.
Mindfulness and Learning
The question posed by this article was focused on mindfulness being used to enhance learning. The answer depends upon how an instructor decides to use it and the manner in which it is taught. For example, you cannot tell students they must "pay attention" and expect they will stay that way for long. What would be more effective is to provide them with tools that will help them to focus and be engaged in class. It may also not be an effective strategy to tell students they are learning mindfulness, especially if they cannot make a direct connection between it and the class. What can occur, if implemented as a series of tips and tools, is to transform the possibility of mindless learning into a potential for mindful learning.
Instead of making mindfulness a course requirement, teach students the potential of focus and concentration with intention and purpose. As an example, teach students how to use note-taking methods. In addition, during class discussions ask them for more than their opinion – ask for their analysis, original thoughts, ideas, and proposed solutions. Also provide them with scenarios that prompt reflection, such as issues they might experience in their career. This can also lead to higher order or critical thinking, as they utilize and harness the power of developing a focused thought process. While this is a different aspect and use of mindfulness than traditional meditation and quieting all thoughts, it helps to create self-awareness and internalized reflection, which can help students learn.
The Power of Reflection
Becoming mindful may not be enjoyable or easy for students to learn at first. It is also not a common topic in higher education or one that is easy to teach students, especially within online classes with an instructor who is not present to help guide their development. But the essence of mindfulness can be translated as self-awareness, focus, and concentration, which are all helpful for students who have other competing interests. Students can be taught techniques that will help them to succeed in their academic work, without actually giving them the name mindfulness. It can also be used as an instructional strategy and implemented with the feedback process as a coaching strategy. As an example, ask questions that prompt their further reflection about the topics or subject matter. If you conduct one-on-one conversations and have students who are struggling with the class or self-motivation, teach them about the power of reflection and becoming self-aware. Learning is an individual process and any tools or techniques that help students better engage in this process will be beneficial for them. Whether learned directly or indirectly, mindfulness does hold potential to enhance the learning process.
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