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There is one kind of learning that comes from books but another kind comes from within…. 
listening to what is within as an active gentle exploration process not only brings overlooked 
resources and strengths to conscious awareness but identifies obstacles and inhibitions that 
might prevent you from using them.i 
                                    (England and Horowitz, 1998, 64). 
 

An interest in mindfulness in relation to school and higher education is just beginning 

to emerge in Australasia – influenced in the main by what is happening in other 

Western countries.  For me, it is important that we begin to generate our own grassroots 

approaches to mindfulness education that arise out of our own unique context and land 

and are inclusive of local and global knowing, practices and peoples. For Tacey (2005, 

p4), in this country we put a particular ‘stamp’ on our spiritual experience which: 

‘preserves the integrity of individual difference and the right to disagree even as we 

attempt to fit in and connect.’ 

There are many different approaches to mindfulness in education, and in this article I 

propose that it is most fruitful to view mindfulness through a pedagogical lens.  For me, 

the General Capabilities in the Australian Curriculum are in general more pedagogical 

than curricular, implicit rather than explicit, and perceptual rather than conceptual.  By 

this I mean that they do not rely so much upon content, but on the way we bring the 

content of the curriculum to our students.  This has implications for the capacity of 

teachers to ‘teach’ mindfulness and stillness, and I suggest that the psychological and 



spiritual maturity and readiness of teachers (from all subject areas) for this work, needs 

to be informed by their own personal mindfulness practice.  While some teachers are 

already including elements  of stillness, contemplation and mindfulness practice in 

their teaching, they may still be looking for further guidance as to how to bring this 

about. In this article I offer up some ideas for consideration, and suggest that if we wish 

to catalyse an experience of mindfulness in others, it may first need to have been 

catalyzed within ourselves. 

Mindfulness 

 

In its most common form, mindfulness has come to be associated with awareness and 

acceptance of present moment experience, with the aim of reducing an individual’s 

stress and suffering (Kabat –Zinn, 2003).  Mindfulness can, however, also be 

understood as ‘a spiritual awareness that is embodied and feelingful’ (Stanley, 2012). 

According to Childs (2007 as cited in Burrows, 2011), mindfulness is an actual 

phenomenological reality that presents itself to our immediate awareness as a whole 

way of experiencing or feeling. It has an energetic quality, as a palpable crossing over, 

or a shift, from thinking or feeling to a sense of awareness and spaciousness.  We seem, 

therefore, to need the felt experience of mindfulness in order to be able to understand 

it. This more universal understanding of mindfulness suggests that it does not 

necessarily need to be an ‘add on,’ but can be offered more gradually through infusing 

mindfulness into all our teaching and learning spaces. 

 

Mindfulness and education 

 

Since the dimension of felt experience of mindfulness is so important, the teacher’s 

own experience of mindfulness may be an essential precondition for introducing it in 

the classroom. McCowb, Reibel and Micozzi (2010) suggest that teachers wishing to 

incorporate mindfulness into their work in education take up their own personal 

practice. In my experience however, when I speak to educators about mindfulness they 

tend to want to put the cart before the horse.  They want to know what they can do to 

create more mindful classrooms, when it may be more accurate to say that what is 

required is more a matter of being than doing.  



 

As many teachers I have worked with have observed, mindfulness involves a certain 

kind of not knowing, of letting go of preconceptions and habitual ways of knowing, 

thinking and feeling.  For me, mindfulness can best be described as a process of 

compassionate self-inquiry directed at what is happening in the moment… and on how 

we embody this moment.  In my view, this is what needs to come before whatever 

activities we choose to bring into our classrooms that may enhance, but not necessarily 

produce the experience of mindfulness. We need to become more  aware of what we 

are consciously or unconsciously projecting into our classrooms.  I am reminded of the 

words of the well-known educator Haim Ginott: 

 

  I’ve come to a frightening conclusion that I am the decisive element in the 

 classroom. It’s my personal approach that creates the climate. It’s my daily 

 mood that makes the weather. As a teacher, I possess a tremendous power to 

 make a child’s life miserable or joyous. I can be a tool of torture or an 

 instrument of inspiration. I can humiliate or heal. In all situations, it is my 

 response that decides whether a crisis will be escalated or de-escalated and a 

 child humanized or dehumanized. 

 

Mindfulness and the inner life of the teacher 

 

Mindfulness to me is more fundamentally concerned with what is emanating from the 

inner life of the teacher, rather than more instrumental elements such as curriculum 

content, activities or strategies.  For example, it would be completely possible to 

conduct ‘mindfulness activities’ that had no effect at all, or even a negative one, if they 

were not facilitated in a calm and present state. While I have always seen the value of 

calming activities such as story telling, art, or music in the classroom, and have had 

some success with these, when these activities are facilitated in a state of mindfulness 

borne out of personal practice, a much more profound atmosphere can be nurtured. 

‘Jan,’ a school counsellor in one of my mindfulness research projects, who combined 

the use of a therapeutic story and mindfulness practice to create a more positive 

learning environment, describes this well: 

 

As I closed the book up after reading the story I let out a breath. I felt the 

children also breathed out at the same moment. I felt their connection to each 



other and I also felt they breathed out at the same moment….I also felt they 

looked at each other with new eyes. Even though we had done lots of social-

emotional work in this class and children had shared their stories with our 

sharing circle, this felt bigger, stronger, it was as if I could reach out and touch 

it, that it had a presence (in Burrows, 2013,p7).  

  

Jan found that her own practice of mindfulness helped her to tune into a space of 

stillness that with practice, she was able to energetically transmit to the children. This 

process began when she realized she had been unconsciously harbouring negative 

feelings about a particular child, and that this was affecting his behavior. This study 

found that while the story provided the therapeutic content, it was her wise and 

intuitive timing, and her transmission of calmness into the prepared storytelling space 

which resulted in significant gains for the child in terms of his self-confidence and 

emotional balance. 

 

Infusing mindfulness into learning spaces 

 

Through mindfulness practice, I have found that it is possible to infuse an atmosphere 

of presence into teaching and learning spaces so that, as Simmer Brown (in Simmer 

Brown & Grace, 2011) puts it: ‘the whole rhythm of the room changes. It feels more 

fluid, less solid.’  One participant in a mindfulness workshop I facilitated at the 

University commented that upon entering the room	  after a morning tea break, it felt to 

him ‘as if the whole room was meditating.’  It was a rather dark, dull and stuffy room 

ordinarily, so that was an interesting observation! 

 

I find that mindfulness practice in a teaching context enhances both my feeling of 

groundedness, of being anchored, present, and at the same time my feeling of being 

one with the class. I feel my thinking slow down, or almost cease as the feeling of 

presence increases, only to return as and when needed. At times this occurs as result of 

intentionally engaging in a practice such as the soles of the feet meditation (Singh et al, 

2007), and other times it seems to arise as if by grace.  In any event, the more I 

practice, the more it is present. It is as if the formal practice of mindfulness begins to 

‘bleed’ into other areas of my life, leading to a kind of informal practice, which then 

begin to overlap. 

 



Relational mindfulness 

In the more relational approach to mindfulness I adopt in my teaching and research, 

the intention is also to deepen awareness of the present experience, with acceptance, 

and to facilitate the development of the capacity to connect with another (Burrows, 

2011b; Surrey, 2005). In this approach I try to attend to the flow of relationships and 

the shifting qualities of connection and disconnection, aiming to stay emotionally 

connected with my students in a process of empathic attunement. It is difficult to 

describe this process, but those who have experienced it are likely to resonate with the 

notion that it involves an energetic shift that is felt within as a result of pausing, tuning 

in and becoming aware. A teacher in one of my studies wrote that: ‘I feel something 

has shifted that has given me authority in a calm and purposeful way’ (in Burrows, in 

press). In another study, a teacher found that her mindfulness practice helped in her 

communications with two challenging Year 7 students: 

 

When I saw Beth and Tanya waiting to see me I had that sinking feeling. 
Putting on my mask of pleasantness as we sat down I began the soles of the feet 
exercise: smile, nod, listen and feel my feet and inside my skin until the mask 
slipped and the smile and listening were genuine. Later I met with them I was 
aware of going into grounding automatically (in Burrows, 2011,p4).  

 

Of course mindfulness is something that can be drawn upon by people working in 

many fields other than education, including even in the midst of warfare. For example 

Corporal Roberts-Smith, winner of the Victoria Cross and the Medal for Gallantry as 

noted in The Australian (2/10/2013), has spoken of the importance of instinct, or 

‘tuning in’: 

 If you are tuned in to your environment, you learn very quickly what’s out of 
 place and you can make judgment calls. Everything has its place and if things 
 are not as they should be, you feel that. 
 
Mindfulness activities 

 

In addition to practicing mindfulness, I have incorporated activities into my teaching 

that help to create an atmosphere conducive to mindfulness and contemplation. These 

activities include music, conversation, listening activities, drawing, poetry and 

storytelling.  Stories can include therapeutic and healing stories written for a particular 



purpose (Burrows, 2008), fairy tales, fables, legends and other wisdom tales, or 

inspirational tales of heroism. Artistic activities such as mandalas, water-colour 

painting, modeling with bees wax and clay work can nurture a meditative mood, while 

particular musical pieces such as Pachelbel’s Canon can also help to engender 

particular states. 

 

These activities are however  not inherently mindful.  It is the quality of our own 

consciousness as we introduce and facilitate the processes, which allows us to infuse 

mindfulness into our learning spaces.  Indeed, as Orbach (2000) says, we affect each 

other, we cannot, not.  

 

 I find that if I do the Soles of the Feet meditation before class and during class with my 

students, I am able to hold periods of stillness for short periods so that the students can 

begin to develop a pattern for peacefulness. This space gradually comes in between 

what happens and our reactions, and generates a sense of emotional freedom.  

 

Conclusion 

 

In my view, the most effective way to incorporate mindfulness, stillness and 

contemplative pedagogies is to ground them in the teacher’s wise and experienced use 

of awareness to pause, and hold the space and ‘experiment with infusing spaces of time 

around questions and directions before and after answers and within transitions’ 

(Simmer Brown & Grace, 2011). 

In Australia, we are just beginning to glimpse the potential of mindful pedagogies to 

facilitate students’ journeys toward being, and becoming throughout their programs of 

study, and their lives. The field of mindfulness knowledge and information is already a 

highly contested field internationally, and there is certainly much work to do in 

bringing mindfulness into all Australian education contexts in a manner that is 

supportive of authentic and ethical approaches arising out of educators’ own 

experience of the phenomenon of mindfulness. Allione (2008) describes my feelings 

about this project very well: 

 There have been many times when I’ve felt like the prow of a boat. Sometimes 

 the old Scandinavian boats have that carved figure of a woman on front, 



 breaking through the waves. Obviously, that’s not an easy position to be in. 

 I wished there were others I could consult with who were ahead of me, 

 who had already done what I was trying to do. I’ve had to try to become the 

 woman I was looking to get advice from. I’ve had to become the guide that  I 

 needed. 

Leigh Burrows (PhD) 
School of Education, Flinders University 
 

As a contribution to the emerging practice of Mindfulness in Education in an 

Australasian context, Leigh has established the blogs www.deepeningmindfulness.org 

and Creating Calmer Classrooms at www.leighburrows.net 

Soles of the Feet Meditation Guidelines (Singh et al, 2007) 

• Sit comfortably with the soles of your feet on the floor 

• Lean forward just slightly 

• Close your eyes if you wish or focus on a spot in front of you 

• Your feet, feel the texture of your socks, or stockings or the sole of your shoe, 
the curve of your arch and the heels of your feet against the back of your shoes.  

• Keep breathing naturally and keep focusing on the souls of your feet – what 
does the sensation feel like? 

• Continue to breathe naturally whilst being aware of the soles of your feet 

• Also become aware of what you can hear around you 

• Now when you are ready open your eyes and become aware of what you can 
see around you 
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