Education and the Heart of Social Change

Could transforming the way we educate our
children create a kinder, more compassionate
world? By Robert W. Roeser

/belleve Hhat eceative s e furedlamental neetbod of docial arogreds and eformre.
U Sotn Dewey!

At we heflect on our world todlay. we dende and see dhamalic. intendependent global challenges—racial, political, economic.
axzdecoﬁoywaf—a/éa/wmdm T%is awareness leads many of us to feel an immediate need for action aimed at broad and
deen . But what kinds of, action and what approacted to social change are needed i encourage and suppont
m/w,aeo,aéel‘oéea/ofwe/o/agoowml%ewolz&z’?

One paow albeit complicated, lever for genenational social change focused on education and the trandformation. of the
MO%%em aa’oéedce/z&/;owzg,m&% a/za’%ez/a/a/m&ﬁ Since 2000, efforts to cullivate attention., ¥
awareness, empathy. and compassion among educalond and sludents in defools through various contemplative practices have
parolifenated. These efforts fave now blossomed into @ growing movement of scientials and educational scholans and
faractitioners across the globe who ane mone commilted thar ever to undenslanding i and fow such skitls and dispoddtiond
can be cullivated in dchools for adults and young pesple alike. Agmdz/zgqaewmwéowa focud on awarenesd and
mmmmméemwwmwwmmmmofmmmm , leacking practiced, and
dekool climates moke bio A focus on leacking sludents awareness and compaddion. deﬂamof&emomé
docial, and global negoo Jilitios, thatt attend these. is what His Holiness the 19t Dali Lamas has called ‘educating the
theant.”

Ar edlucation of Ve heart empfiadizes not only the development of sociat-emotional skills (e.g.. delf-management, emolional
awarenedd, kinadness), émmmwmmo;mwmm . focus. magz%awa/medd) A#AMMMWM
(eg WW&@QMM@W@W/LM&MI%/ Meﬁwaéwﬂomm(eg fainneds. allrddm, non-violences).
all of these togelther is believed o fefp young people be morne pensonally kealthy and happy. and support identities
t/w/éw/iéewg, vce for go odm%ewo}a&z’wceﬂl}‘zaé Although the trandformation of educations in this direction hemaind @
distal goal. the fi /acaétzeea’%e nuumber, of aeoplle commitled to duch an approach.? and the exidlence in dckools
Wﬂ%é’

and univendilies of many beautigul e ,a/wm{eaé&m/zm/ofa%e/u&dw

Below, / discuss the prodpects of contemplative apuroacked in education. dummarize what we fave learned, and end with
dome needed future dinectiond if we are lo realize the aim of ng whote people and thein whote hearts or their oun
Ubberation and for the good of the world” (motto of the Ramakrishna Math and Mission. Kolkotla. Idia).

Seeking New Models of Education
Whoever, teackes teatres i Hhe act of teacting., and whoevern leawes leackes in Hte act of teatneng. - Paols Freined

yyﬂwwmmﬁébmm@ma@%m%mofw thein heads and hands.

in 204./ een dludying for my PRD ol the Univ o /I//MW two und myself a
bmyww/mac&m //ﬁ%my/ @WVM% /wwded;‘%wmmmm-
(nvigonate ediucalion as a douice of wonder and cuniodily. and as a fonce to digpel the nanratived of eradune and excludion
that hendened indigenoud. Black. and otfen persons of color invisible in the cunriculum and the hislonical lfe of nations and,
the world. Wemededmemmammmom/zmmwmzd@mdemmémy Moneover, we needed an
e&wa&orzto/w—ce/zle/u‘/ée&wm ~matking anound oun earthly connection to the naturnal

wonld.10 Altkough ! fiad some clanity oza‘z%e need for a new educational modet, / fad not yet expenienced one directly.



One in 199/ 1 happened upon a stack of Aaycto molher kad given me in kigh school when
W%W@%mmaw M%% 959. m%&deb Me foxe/mtzgz’ﬁ“O "

E&zawzg /VotO/ugx/LaéQm caught my eye. Fox. %maﬁomwwa/z,o/zwdlf wmad,oz/umdmw and educaton who wad
%emmw%o/ec&wa&m%at/wmwm r@mmo;m%mm-
“Pd#(yioﬁo%m%eqmdom What is youn phroblem? 1 should ask. what is your powen?”

In the anticle. Fox discudded challenges in US sociely—including hampant condumerism. addiction. inattention i e poor and
Wgzz&mo ¥ docial groupd. wzd%eewlbywaémw-ww@aémﬁl@myzwwzdedmac&udedmwmo/% otherd.
For Fox, C%/ud&m%eoéoyy&/owmm and disdain of the bodly and oun eanthineds, was a majon pant of this
cfoma’mw/z Beyond these disparaging nanratives in keligion (e.g.. oiginal sin). e and m%o%e/mm—
condcious cullural narratives fro mwe/we(eg @ mechanislic univerde). economicd (e.q.. fomo econoneders as definitional of
ﬁémm) and politics (e.q.. palrianchat, podt-colonial powen duiclures) as fueling—and often phofiting from—flawed
oeddimidlic modeld of  others, and nature. Ad the anticle's tagline indicated, piychology was not qpaned from Fox's
critigue. 7o cneate a new dociely baded on a new vision of realily. Fox believed that optimidtic. méodced/omo/muma@
and, logy. comww%m&w&tmdcmywcmﬁm&m&om and new forma of education wene needed. 7hat
1991. / decided to tatke a leave of absence from my PAD pirogram to sludy with Fox at Holy Names College in Oakland,

California.

The form of education Fox and his facully wene crealing was unlife any experience / fad ever had educationally. and
became the bluepnint fon the rest of my caneer. The facully at Holy Names included antists, poels. contemplatived,
plilosopfens. neligioud dckolans, dcientisls. and docial aclivists who brought lo Uheir, divende wayds of knowing—aedthelic.
dpinitual, philosophic, hislonical, deientific, and practical. Togethen. they exploned questiond of sefffivod., éel/o/zgmg,awgaow
the atory of creation. and the of the web of Ufe. The curniculim was deeply oniented around awarenedd and i

into classic ypiritual questions that Rumi askd in one of kis poemd. “Who am. /. where am ! from. and what am. / suppodsed to
be doing?”

Alorgaide formal academic leanning and the deep fonoring of digferent fenoun lradlitions. the pedagogy empliast
wﬂvﬂwufy/ommé/eg a?amcz/wfe& dinging /¢ ﬂ/ia/,awt;?; ;qu‘ ke/&c@ewad/om%%emc&é%
,M%Awafa’wc(,a&/m (e.g.. taL chi. yoga). ant-as-meditation (e.g.. painling. polley). and opportunditied for senvice in the
corrwwwy memwmwmmpm Fox bellieved that all of thede practices wene as
wgaoﬂtaxdmmaeamymd/omo/wﬂ[eﬂw&z&mmwm;mem&m

These novel featuned of a fiolislic education were all invaluable lessond / learned that year about the kind of education we
need. / fad found a new model. a model my colleagues and / laten called “contemplative education. 1/ Pertiaps the

it/ neceived from this year with Fox was finding a meditation path and developing a medilation practice. / decided to keep
meditating in @ group. and t relusn to academia and finish my PO, hoping that all the things / learned in Callfornia might

wmm”%wo%mwmaepmwm%etwmwmwagmm/tm

Zate/a,ma/z/ldmtaﬂz/’/w/wwn ! dtuggled for yewwtowmea,awz&wﬁt&w /Ww&mp/a&mm&cwm
and neseanch. It seemed like an ill-advised athategy tenure. and in the end / didh t receive terune
anyway. | was awarded a Fulbnight Scholanstip to sludy Acéoo&wz hdlia thal wene incotponaling—with adbslescents—marny of

the practices / learned with Fox. One dboor was closing. mdz%aﬂé/a@ anothen was opening.

India and Premodern Wisdom in Post-Modern Education

[Here it are aquect of ows vocalion Hial i dacked, o wolk i ol mernedy I dae dyormeation Gut b e tn He iutelectial
ared il growth gof oy slhudtents,
U bett hootess2

UYpon anriving in India for imy Fulbright in 2005. / fad another set of formative experiences. As part of my reseanch on
detiools for adbledcents that were using meditation as part of heir curnicutum, / intenviewed the feadinadlen of a deco

dettool un by the Ramateishina Order of Monks in Mydone. | astked the head Swami (monk) what fie and the slagf sought to
accomplish tn the school. and fow medilation practices fit into the school s educational aims. “Ourjob i to feljp young people



dideover who they ane.” fe daid. Hid hand moliond over fis feant deemed to suggedt that fene, “didcover” meant literally “dis-

cover,'~lo lake Uhe covend off of somelhing. His gedlune invoked a dis-covening of the feart centen. the “anatiala chatkna.” As

Bhaguan Nilyananda was reputed to say. “The heant is the fub of all thingd dacned, go there and roam.” For this montk and

thid dckool based in a Hindu contemplative tradition. memedeWmo/Ww&dgewW

understanding. 1t alo ivolved a kind of sublnaction Uiough concentration and awareneds to digpel ignorance. in the wonds

of the Indlian Hindu spiritual leaden, Swami Vivekananda. ~Education is the manifestation of the perfection atheady in te
being.

Meditation. dludy. service. memorization and hecilation. engagement in the arts. being in nature —all of thede the monk told
me. offered indight into the seff. olhers. and neality. Al were royal roads to deeing who we are beyond our conditioned
identitied and who othend are beyond oun condilioned penceptiond of them. I that clean seeing. a sense of love and deep
intenconnection could evolve. In tis dckool and others achoss india. / saw examples of what Foxt called the infusion of
fremodern formds of wisdom in podt-modern educational indlituliond.

My researnch in India revealed that while many adblescents wene curious lo explone teir innen ives. their

ng meditation, Ume. in these dchools was modedt, and made dome sludents dociallly seff-condcioud. . addition. many youtt
neporled not undenslanding meditation practices or why they were valuable for their lves. Others exphessed wanting
dedentific, hatther than only classical neligious explanations. as to why one wouwld do suck practices. Nonelheleds, the sludents
tad a sense of the potential value of dboing these practiced.

/ loft Indlia excited, mwmbtyww/wwe/wdqmdom:éowto%Mm&bmmmoé-agedcéz%mmda’euefoﬂa
dedence anound that-a science that could be taught to children and youtt alongdide meditation practices to molivate and
educate them. / aluo wondered about the impact of the mone active and docial practices dome of thede dckools were uding. suck
ad being in nalure, memornigation. communication, the arls, and service lo othens. How could duch practices be in
contemplative education in the US. and fiow conld the impacts of thede phracticed on podilive yoult, development be studied?

Meeting Mind & Life

Later in 2006,  attended a Mind & Life Dialogue with the Dalai Lama on lwesligating the Mind.: The Science and Clinical
Applications of Medilation in Wastinglon. DC. Having experienced a new form of education with Matthew Fox, and having
deen el exampled of whole schools lying to bring about a folislic vision of education in India, / was 86l looking fore @ w

lo undte deience and practicel? in contemplative education. More thar that. ! was booking for @ grotup of people with whom

could explone these “oulside the box” issued in dcience, mw@w@amw@m%mﬁm field.

The meeting was another milestone in my phrofedsional . and my spinidual be. For the finst time, [ saw amagi
individuals—the Datac Lama, Rickie Dym% kaﬁ% ma’%w-m w;;% oa[&/wzg% fornwand we%a&y
lo aludy mediitation and well-being. and by extendion. pentiaps. education. For the firdl time. / feanrd ideas duch as
mindfutheds, kindneds, and compassion can be viewed as skills that can be learned and adsessed mentally and neurally.”
that “such skills may aid in imphoving plysical and mental fealth, * and that “contemplative phractices like focuded atlention
on boving-kindneds medilations can be thought of as dpecialized forma. of taining or education that foster skills ke focud
and kindness. as well as thein beneficial impacts for. fealth.” Thede ideas were astounding to me. and do clear... / knew / wad
witnedding a deep diabogue aboul the very science ! fad been dreaming of! What would . / wondered, if we cullivated
Uhede skills in dchools eantier in development as a key part of the curniculum aimed. o foslering dtudent flourisking and
foreventing sludent problems?

Soon thereaflen. / slanted working at Mind & Life. As part of my hole, / was the coondinaton and a member of the Mind & Life
Educational Reseanch Network led by Rickie Davidion and Mank Greenbeng. With thede new relationstips. / felt / had found

my tnibe—an, interdisciplinary group of scientisls, dckolans. and contermplative practitioners inlerested in Uiinking owlside the
box in educalion around conlemplative practices. Now the work begar in earnedt to develop a dcience and practice around the
ediucation of the heant.”



Emergence of Contemplative Education

8y 2005. many creative cunricutn fad emenrged that aimed to cullivate students’ allention. awareness. empathy. and
compaddion in secular ways. These programd included experiential practices designed to el sludents develop calim, cleat,
and kind dlates of awareness. and etfical vadues duch as cuniodily. open-mindedness. open-feattedness. and caning for
othens. Medilation was a cential praclice of these phograms.15 somelimed more o Vhar other practiced duck as being in
natune. doing art. body-based practices (e.g.. lai cki, yoga). engaging in guided imagery. or contemplating. debating. and

Intenedlingly. programs also b to latke hecounde in, the new dcienced o z%emzd(moydwfo ) and the brain
mmwmmwwm%. the dtneds redponse, a/zdéo{o,o/m&wzg %am’ ' over
and over, changes the structune and funclion of our minds and brains (e.g.. newnopladticity). Soon., mindfulneds-based school
farograms prolifenated in public education in the United States. Eurape. linael, Australia. New Zealand, Bnagil. Mexico. and
othen countries. A4 i often the case, the dcientific invedligation of the effects of such programs on child and adolescent
development lagged betind the napid spread of the programs in scfiools (dee Roeser et al. 2020). Mary of us were busy
lrying U hedeanch e impacts of mindffubness programs on teackens and sludents using experimental melhods. and we were
genuinely sunprised by the napid growth of these programd in schoold.

Research on Contemplative Education

The reseanch on dchoot-baded programd/6 teacking minafutness. . and othen, conlemplalive practiced began in the
2000s. The emenging wornk on mindfutneds in education built on ggcjecaded—éong work done on Social [mom Zea/yzf
(SEL) programs in schools. SEL irvolves teacking chilahen to be self-aware, socially cogrizant. able to matke responsible
decisions. and, compelent in self-management and relationstip-management skills 4o as t fodten their, academic

ducceds.7 Reseanch fhas shown/§ that SEL pro telp dudents to improve their social-emotional skitls. academic
molivation. befavior, and ackievement, and m of thede benefits are still evident years laten.9

What mindfutneds programs added to the SEL work was a focud on the tuaining of attention skitls (e.g.. ), kinaness and
compadsion skills. and the use of these for hequlaling e/rwg:/z and éeéayw/a—md{/o/a gelling along wym/:/;w ing for others.
A second addilion wad Vinking about minafubness tuaining for both educators and students. Redeanch on SEL had revealed
the critical impontance of training teackens in the social-emotional skitls necesdany to deliver SEL programd to sludents in a
tigh qualily way. The same was lue for mindfutneds and compassion programd. A key benefit of such programs. is that it
was a way to “cane for the care-givers” by offening resources and support to teackend20 before asking them to implement
domelhing new with their dludents.

Recently. my colleagues and | reviewed the expenimental neseanch2/ on schoob-baded mindfutness programs for chilehen and
w@mym/ommmwg/m@ imphove dludents’ sell-requlation abilities. reduce symploms o,;a//sz‘ezy and
depression. and improve Uhein plydical health and nelationstips with others. (Little consistent evidence wad found reganding
anger o aggneddion, feelings of well-being. on dchool behavion and penformance.) Limilations in the dlate of hedeanch as well
ad theoty were also noted. Suffice it to say. Uhere i a bt we sttt db not know and the evidence hegarding cunrent
W%mmmmommammmm%mwmmmmwm‘y

While the impact of minafutness practiced on dludents is Stitt being evaluated, thene i promiding evidence of the value of such
faracticed for, cullivating altention and selj-regulation of emotion and belhaviok. While & is not clear if duch practiced produce
otherr valited impacts on students at this time (e.g.. less anxiely ot depheddive dymploms. greaten well-being). the impact g
duch practices on teackens’ well-being and clasiroom interactions with sludents is better establisted.23 Reseanch shows
leachens who undengo mindfutneds training ane leds atnedded, burned out, anxious. and depressed than thode who dbo not.

Additionally. there is evidence that mindfutheds taining improved leachens claddroom onganization and emolional upport of
dludents.



Where are we going?

How can we neshape education in onder to fodler new genenaliond of ciligens who are simullaneousty keen of mind.
compassionale in feart, compelent in thei chosen work, and well-equipped to build a more equitaltle. just. and sustainal
future? Similar to Uhe widen dcience on (adull) minafutness2 today. much of the practice and dcience. of mindfuthess in
dethools las been clinical in outlook and focused on preventing individual problems. 1t fias not focused as muck on social
and, collective action for the welfare of all. It has alio not been developmental. considening fow practices can

Where does the field of contemplative education need to go in the fulure? Below are seven key areas that [ believe ane whene
more phactice and deience ane needed to deliven on the promise of this growing movement.:

/. Love. Focusing more on docial relationdtip skills nelated to cane. compaddion. and fongiveneds, as well as te
farocedded of social olthering and belonging. seemd cuilical in the fulune of Vhis wortk. In e face of growing divides.
we need an education of Ve heart earlier and ongoing. ackoss Uie firdl decades of Ue.

2. Body. We need a greaten focus on the plysical body and its connection to our earthineds in contemplative
farogiams. We need to nuntune oun bodly alongdide the heart and mind, as well as our connection to nature and our
nelated awe and joy. Many programs and scientific sludied SUHL view mindfulness as a way to neduce problems and
distredds—rathen than to fosten joy and meaning. including mone bodly-centened activitied in which students n
the anls. 4pend time in nalure, participalte in youth evenls. dhare meals. and do acts of service logelhen are
ways to include the bodly mone and to make phograms mone infenedling. engaging. active, and nelevand.

3. Development. We need to move beyond just thinking aboul adults in contemplative sludies and focus on
' onal relationskips. A developmental contemplative science apphoack i needed to andwer
faractical, quedlions of relevance for families. schools. and commundties (e.g.. when and fow can ( teack mi
and fiow dbes one think about motivaling sludents t practice o digferent ages? How long should students of

diffenent ages practice?)

7. Divendily. We need diverde racial. ethnic, lnguistic, gender. and cullural poinls of view included in the design.
implementation. and evaluation of contemplative programd in education. The goat is to cheate ways of developing
and evalualing programs that are cullunally nedpondive and includive. I addition. we need to fonor diverde
widdom tuadliliond and practiced including and extending beyond Buddhist-ingpined ones.

5. Voulh panticipation. We need to explicitly include the views of young people in the design. activities, and
implementation. of programd. Suck programs can provide oppontunidied for young people themselved to think about
tow. dpecifically. they will act as forces for good in Uhe world. or in what ways ey want to learn to train teir
atlention and compaddion.

6. Engagement in doclely. Weneed lo develop young people s pensonal,, social. and global ethical reqponaibilities
alongdicle heir, own skills and well-being. The aims of, these programs should focus on both personal
lrandformation and systems change.

7. Human-eanth connection. We need o tell every student the dcientific stony of the cneation of the univerde and
@ dende of belonging and connection to the earth. We need to lake all sludents ts places Ute the ocean. the
mountains, and beyond cily lights at night o they can see this magnificent planet and univense for themaelves. We
need to situale fuman flourishing within the fumar-earth connection, and support sludents in working to save and
love Mother, Eanith.



In the end, / belleve in a simple maxim anticwlated by Francisco Vanela. He qpoke of fow. despite thene being many ways of
knowing. “thene is only one wisdom, whick i based on love.” He alio daid.25

Lverything we do. ad individuals, is/ an expredsion of some. kind of unifying harmony. And that wisdom
i4 domelting that one has lo cullivate and leann. / feel. ok see. socielal wisdom in the same bight. ff we
cullivate socielal wisdom. then whatever we do ad a dociety had the dame find of qualily. The art we db.
the acience we db. the alneels we build, the noads we design. e gandens we have, witt have the same

qua&'ly.
Qeiplls Onenairedige.otg.




