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Author’s Note: I gave this informal talk at the Contemplative Pedagogy Initiative at the 

University of Southern California in January 24, 2018. Thank you to Rev. Jim Burklo for giving 

me the opportunity to share my ideas. 

 

Kai Lynn Dailey:  I’ve been doing research on contemplative pedagogy and instructional design 

principles. One of my research questions is—What does it mean to integrate contemplative 

practices into course content? This question relates to instructor intent, expectations, context, and 

the meaning of secularization. All kinds of things come up. My research is in a formative stage, 

so I can’t share recommendations, but I thought I’d tell you about the frame I am using and some 

of what I’ve found surprising. Then I’ll just open it up to you all. I’m interested in hearing what 

embedding contemplative practice into a course means to you and your goals in the classroom.  
 

I came to graduate study with a contemplative background. I studied seven years with an 

American Daoist master. My teacher came from a hermit lineage. Daoist practice in a hermit 

tradition is pragmatic, austere, resourceful, and improvisational. I taught Daoist yoga in the 

Montana State Women’s prison. I also taught in three homeless shelters in Spokane, WA and 

from my small home studio. 
 

Part of what attracted me to the study of contemplative education was discovering the seeming 

contrast between the secular and the sacred in higher education. The countercultural aspect of it. 

The challenge that it presents. The small, quiet ways that contemplative practice has found its 

way into the academy, permeating, influencing, shaping itself to the institutional container like 

water. 
 

As I began to read the contemplative pedagogy literature, I kept wondering if in the process of 

secularizing contemplative practice, specifically meditation, existing traditional pedagogical 

expertise was being overlooked.  I was curious to know—What might we learn from the 

techniques of traditional spiritual teachers to inform contemplative course design in a secular 

context? What might we learn to assist in a deeper integration of contemplative practice into 

academic courses? 
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I started my research by looking at Tibetan single-object meditation from four perspectives: 

Religious Studies, Learning Science, Cognitive and Neuroscience, and Anthropology.  My 

inquiry has been heavily influenced and guided by the work of David Germano, a professor of 

Tibetan and Buddhist Studies at University of Virginia.   
 

I chose Tibetan single-object meditation and its use in monasteries in the Mahayana school 

because 

• variations of single-object meditation have been widely adapted for clinical use in 

medical and education settings in the West 

• and there is considerable religious studies scholarship available on it. 
 

I was specifically interested in how monastic beginners in a structured scholastic environment 

use single-object meditation and how that’s combined with textual analysis and how progress is 

assessed. 
 

I chose beginning monastic instruction because 

• higher education is a structured scholastic environment that may also potentially 

serve novice contemplatives  

• and, like higher education students, beginning Tibetan monastics spend a lot of time 

engaging with scholarly texts. 
 

One of my preconceptions about Tibetan monastic life was that monks engaged in hours of both 

single-object meditation also called calm (or Samantha) and insight meditation (or Vipassana). I 

was surprised to learn instead that single-object meditation plays a limited role in monastic 

spiritual work and almost no role in the early stages of instruction of novice monks. Monks 

receive only limited informal instruction in the practice (Dreyfus, 2008; Germano, Schaeffer, & 

Ball, n.d.).  So whereas instructors in contemplative Western higher education might ponder how 

to deeply embed practices like breath meditation (single-object meditation) into secular courses, 

most monks in Mahayana monasteries spend their entire scholarly careers studying the canon on 

meditation practices without ever actually doing them.  
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Anthropologist Jessica Falcone (2010) in her essay A Meditation on Meditation reflected on her 

years of studying Tibetan in exile monastic communities from 2000 to 2007. She wrote, “The 

academy, like the Tibetan monastery, is no contemplative paradise” (Falcone, 2010, p. 420).  

Student-monks, she observed, considered “meditation an advanced practice that was beyond 

them, so any attempt to meditate in public or set up a meditation session, was met with 

antagonism by other students who found the effort to be posturing, showing-off or such a 

premature performance that it would inevitably be a waste of time” (p. 412). Meditation is 

regarded as something saved for those with a Geshe degree, something that one prepares for at 

the monastery or nunnery, but waits to do, outside the institution, at the right time in the future, if 

ever.  

The structure of monastic life prioritizes ritual prayer, chores, lectures, memorization and 

recitation of texts, and rigorous debate. Monks first receive instruction in the ordinary 

preliminaries. The preliminaries begin with analytic meditations on foundational precepts and the 

logical deconstruction of concepts like impermanence, love and emptiness (Dreyfus, 2003; 

Falcone, 2010; Powers, 2007). Then the extraordinary preliminaries are added, which depending 

on the lineage of the community may include combinations of mantra recitations, guru 

devotions, offerings, and prostrations, the repetitions of which collectively number in the 

hundreds of thousands. Completion of the extraordinary preliminaries is regarded as a significant 

measure of progress, and may require months of retreat or several years, if combined with other 

responsibilities (Venerable Thubten Chodron, 2009; Zopa, 2010).  

Regular practice in Samatha, Vipassana and other Vajrayana (or Tantric) meditation may come 

later for a relatively few monks, either by seeking a meditation cave or continuing education at a 

Tantric college, which requires additional years of textual learning before Tantric meditations are 

begun (Powers, 2007). The rationale is that for a monk single-object meditation is an advanced 

tool for liberation that requires a complete mastery of what is being meditating on in order to 

avoid going astray due to a superficial understanding (Powers, 2007, p. 480).  

For the beginner, the preliminaries serve the purpose of motivation for further study by making 

the case that there is a problem to be solved (suffering) and a solution (the Eightfold Path) and to 

provide a meaningful frame for continued and future practice (Germano, Schaeffer, & Ball, n.d.).  
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George Dreyfus, a professor at Williams College, who was a monk at a monastery in Tibet for 13 

years and completed his Geshe degree, explained that perhaps only as many as 7 out of 100 make 

it through their first year, and most monks do not complete the Geshe degree (Dreyfus, 2003).  

Even so, during the preliminaries, which fill the first 1 to 3 years of monastic study, the monk 

initially has a longer goal in mind, to find a teacher within the monastic system and request to be 

taken as a personal student once the preliminaries are completed (Dreyfus, 2003). During this 

formative time, the monk is learning to be a monastic among other monastics in a contemplative 

world. He is learning practices that prepare him directly for his intended vocation, or the near 

transfer of his contemplative learning, to put it into learning theory parlance.  
 

In comparison, I’ve wondered what’s the next steps in higher education for students learning 

contemplative practices in a secular Western context? What’s the bigger goal? For a student 

learning meditation in a mathematics classroom, the instructor might hope that contemplative 

instruction inspires continued practice after the course ends or perhaps metacognitive insight or 

the beginning of life long reflective habits. However, unlike the Tibetan monk whose context is 

in relative alignment with the pedagogies used and the content learned, the university student 

engaging with meditation in the classroom is learning a contemplative practice in a non-

contemplative, secular world. Students are generally not preparing for a life of contemplation but 

of worldly interaction and integration. So the context implies a kind of far transfer of 

contemplative learning, that is if it is to have enduring benefit.  
 

So looking at this tremendous contrast between the larger Tibetan purpose of meditation, and 

Western clinical and educational use, it’s hard to see how one might inform the other. I’ve 

explored Situated Cognition as a theoretic guide as I’ve tried to map the differences. Situated 

Cognition posits that, “Knowing is inseparable from doing. All knowledge is situated in activity 

bound to social, cultural and physical contexts” (Greeno, 1989; Situated Cognition, n.d., para. 1). 

So for example, at the root of Tibetan Buddhist beginning methodology is the concept of a path, 

a larger purpose, a meaningful life project, and this is connected to the practice of analytic 

meditation. The form, function, and content of Tibetan Buddhist monastic pedagogy works 

efficiently and elegantly together to guide a monk’s development and reinforce the bigger 

picture, which is motivation toward salvation.  
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In contrast, a common Western framing of secular single-object meditation, such as MBSR 

(Mindfulness Based Stress Reduction), is interventionist, outcomes focused with a significantly 

shorter perspective.  In the Western context the purpose is the immediate relief of difficulties 

(stress, anxiety, distractedness, or disease) or the development of skills or qualities (mental 

performance, compassion or feelings of community through shared experience). And 

neuroscience offers encouraging support for measurable short-term improvement, especially 

stress reduction, improvement in attention, calming of the sympathetic nervous system, and the 

quieting of the default mode network, which is believed to be a source of much discursive 

thought (Amihai & Kozhevnikov, 2015; Hölzel, Lazar, Gard, Schuman-Olivier, Vago, & Ott, 

2011; Kaufer, 2011; Lutz, Slagter, Dunne, & Davidson, 2008). 
 

So what if meditation as a state, as essentially an autonomic response to an attentional exercise, 

is potentially context and value neutral? Is it primarily the context (in all its potential forms) and 

the degree of practice that differieantates single-object meditation’s use as a clinical intervention, 

a teaching tool, or a means of spiritual transformation? Tibetan Buddhist preliminaries consist of 

foundational teachings that create the basis for student motivation, near transfer of learning, 

outcomes assessment, and preparation for advanced study. What if hypothetically meditation is 

taught with no foundation? Say, for example, the instruction is simply to keep attention on the 

breath and when thoughts intrude return attention back to the breath with the common Western 

addititve without judgment excluded and no rationale or outcomes described for the exercise? 1 

To the completely uninitiated, could single-object meditation be mapped to potentially any 

meaning system in any context? 
 

Buddhist practice is diverse both between and within the three major schools (Mahayana, 

Theravada, and Vajrayana), and even more so in lay practice, so I’m not striving here to describe 

such diversity. And there are other perspectives on the use of single-object meditation. My 

Daoist tradition teaches mostly mind-body practices with very little textual learning, the larger 

purpose being good health and longevity. There is the Thai Forest Dweller school that also 

emphasizes single-object meditation and a quiet communal life. Zen traditions do as well.  
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In closing, I’ll mention six observations I’m currently pondering: 
 

1. Mahayana monastic traditions use analytic meditation and competitive debate as the 

pedagogical tools of choice to develop attention, discipline and compassion in beginning 

contemplative students rather than single-object breath meditation.  
 

2. Tibetan expectations of student progress are guided by a long, institutionalized view of 

development (decades and lifetimes). 
 

3. All three schools share similar expectations regarding the completion of the preliminaries. 

Monks must memorize basic texts, pass a debate-style examination, and indicate a readiness to 

continue their studies. All realistic, directly observable outcomes related to  

• Metacognitive development 

• Discipline in academic habits and thinking 

• Motivation  
 

4. The dropout rate for beginning monks in traditional Tibetan monastic study is pretty high. 

Most do not achieve the Geshe degree, which requires 15 to 20 years (Dreyfus, 2003). 
 

5. Analytic meditation appears to play an important role in developing attentional capacity, 

metacognitive habits, and self-discipline. And it makes me wonder about the early lab studies 

completed with Tibetan monks with 30 years of meditation experience. 2 If they were classically 

trained, a good 20 years of that would likely be in forms of analytical and ritual meditations not 

merely single-object meditations. 

 

6. Tibetan monastic training constitutes an immersive approach in which analytic meditation 

activities serve to realize a Buddhist paradigm.  
 

Perhaps we’re not secularizing contemplative practices enough by explicitly connecting practices 

to Western secular foundations via the ‘ologies (epistemology, teleology, cosmology, 

soteriology) and to the contexts in which we present them. What’s the bigger picture?  What are 

the next steps for secular contemplative students?  



 

7 

 

_______ 
1 Noone, C., & Hogan, M. J. (2018). A randomised active-controlled trial to examine the effects 

of an online mindfulness intervention on executive control, critical thinking and key thinking 

dispositions in a university student sample. BMC psychology, 6(1), 13. Retrieved from 

https://bmcpsychology.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s40359-018-0226-3 

2 Kaufman, M. (2005, January 3). Meditation gives brain a charge, study finds. The Washington 

Post. Retrieved from http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/articles/A43006-

2005Jan2.html?noredirect=on 
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