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Introduction  

From the beginning of Buddhist teachings, about two and a half millennia ago, 
meditation has been an integral component of the Buddhist soteriological 
path. In the numerous schools and traditions that evolved over the long history 
of Buddhism as it spread across Asia, the attention given to meditation seems 
to have varied; sometimes it was positioned very much at the centre and 
sometimes more at the background. However, it was approached always within 
the context of a larger Buddhist discourse. In the last century, because of the 
many historical parameters involved, namely colonisation and the more recent 
globalisation, a modern Buddhism has evolved in the West. This has 
positioned meditation at the forefront. Mindfulness has become one of the 
most prominent meditation methods. Since the 1970s, it has been increasingly 
secularised and applied in a range of new settings, largely with 
psychotherapeutic and “wellness” foci. In this transplantation process, 
mindfulness has been, probably for the first time in the history of Buddhism, 
abstracted from its Buddhist context; consequently, new issues have arisen in 
respect to its conceptualisation and practice. 

In this article, the conceptualisation of Buddhist meditation and its ethical 
foundations are briefly presented and then the main concerns related to the 
recent secularisation of mindfulness are delineated. Aiming to address these 
concerns, in 2013 in Australia, the author designed a new programme of 
teaching meditation in high schools. This article outlines the broad theoretical 
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foundations of this programme, which is informed by Buddhist teachings, 
which draws from and is structurally based upon traditional Buddhist practices 
of mindfulness, concentration, wisdom, loving kindness, and compassion, with 
a strong emphasis on the cultivation of ethical values and behaviour. To 
evaluate the efficacy of this programme, a pilot research project was conducted 
in 2014 in an Australian high school. This article presents the main outcomes 
and delineates the major themes emerging. Lastly the article discusses how this 
pilot research indicated some directions for the integration of meditation 
programmes into educational systems in culturally appropriate ways. In this 
context, the article suggests that countries, such as Bhutan, may significantly 
contribute to introducing meditation into schools by drawing from Buddhism’s 
vast repository of meditation methods and related teachings, founded on the 
rich Vajrayāna tradition. 

Buddhist Meditation and Ethics 

As discussed elsewhere, 1  meditation is deeply ingrained within Buddhist 
soteriological structures, as exemplified by the eightfold path, where 
meditation (comprised of right effort, right concentration and right 
mindfulness) is innately correlated with, and linked to, the other two 
components, i.e., wisdom (comprising right understanding and right thought) 
and morality or ethics (i.e., right speech, right action and right livelihood). The 
term rendered in English as “mindfulness” (Pāli sati, Sanskrit smṛti, and 
Tibetan dran pa) occurs in Buddhist texts in a range of meanings, from 
“memory, recollection” to “wakefulness, alertness.”2 The term “mindfulness” 
most frequently refers to meditative attention, non-forgetfulness, wakefulness 
or presence; usually linked to clear understanding and ethical awareness; thus, 
according to the textual evidence in the Pāli canon, it functions as an ethical 
guardian.3 In Buddhist teachings, mindfulness is positioned within the broader 
context of the Buddhist soteriological goals: as one of the components of the 
Buddhist path, it is called “right mindfulness” (Pāli sammā sati, Sanskrit 
samyak-smṛti, Tibetan yaṅ dag pa’i dran pa), indicating that it is appropriate or 
“right” for development of wisdom and other factors on the path to liberation. 
For example, one of the most frequently referred to discourses-the text on the 
presence or foundation of mindfulness (Pāli Satipaṭṭhānasutta, Sanskrit 
Smṛtyupasthānasūtra), prescribes or describes that mindfulness is to be 

                                                           

1 For a comprehensive discussion of Buddhist perspectives on mindfulness within 
different models of Buddhist teachings, with a special focus on the Theravāda, see 
Ditrich, 2016b. 

2 A broad overview of this term in different Buddhist textual traditions and contexts is 
given in Gyatso, 1992. 

3 E.g., Dhammasaṅgaṇi (Müller, 2001, pp. 11, 16); Visuddhimagga (Rhys Davids, 1975, p. 
464). 
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practised in conjunction with diligence;4 clear comprehension;5 and absence of 
desire and ill-will concerning the world.6 Right mindfulness is thus presented 
with several other mental qualities that are to be cultivated in meditative 
training, aiming to develop wisdom and result in liberation from suffering. 
Buddhist teachings intrinsically link right mindfulness to ethics, presuming 
that the absence of clinging, desire and ill-will preconditions ethical speech 
and actions. In ancient Buddhist languages, such as Pāli and Sanskrit, there are 
no equivalent terms for the categories ethics and morality, as understood in 
Western philosophy (Keown, 1992, pp. 2–3). Instead the concept of virtue (Pāli 
sīla, Sanskrit śīla)—wholesome, skilful speech and actions—is underpinned by 
the notion of wholesomeness or skilfulness (Pāli kusala, Sanskrit kuśala).7 This 
means that moral speech and actions are grounded in wholesome mental 
states or, in the language of the Theravāda Abhidhamma, accompanied by 
wholesome mental concomitants (cetasika), such as peace, kindness, 
compassion and wisdom.8 Wisdom (Pāli paññā, Sanskrit prajñā) is posited as 
one of the fundamental conditions for liberation from suffering; being 
represented as an understanding of impermanence, non-satisfactoriness and 
absence of any intrinsic permanent self or, in other words, as an insight into 
the empty nature of all phenomena.9 Thus, meditation, which encompasses 
right mindfulness, is firmly embedded in Buddhist discourse, fundamentally 
(and apparently inextricably) linked to ethical training and wisdom. 

Secularisation and Popularisation of Mindfulness 

Over centuries, with the spread of Buddhism across Asia, new approaches and 
methods of meditation evolved in various cultural contexts and historical 
periods. However, they seem to have remained within the larger framework of 
Buddhist soteriological teachings. The most radical changes in approaches to 
                                                           

4 Diligence or sustained effort (P atāppa, Skt ātapa) is explained as the energy needed to 
extinguish negative mental states or defilements (kilesa), such as greed or anger; cf. 
Papañcasūdanī (Woods, Kośambi, and Horner, 1976, 244).  

5 Clear comprehension (P. sampajañña, S. samprajñāna. T. shes bzhin) is explained as an 
understanding of how to cultivate wholesome and skillful qualities and abandon 
harmful or unwholesome ones; cf. Visuddhimagga (Morris and Hardy, 1999, p. 13); 
Dhammasaṅgaṇi (Müller, 2001, p. 16). 

6 In the Satipaṭṭhānasutta (Majjhimanikāya, Treckner and Chalmers, 2013, p. 56); 
Dīghanikāya, Rhys Davids, and Carpenter, 1995, p. 290) it is defined as: ātāpī sampajāno 
satimā vineyya loke abhijjhādomanassaṃ. Similarly in the Arthaviniścayasu ̄tra (13): ātāpī 
saṃprajānan smṛtimān vinīya loke abhidhyādaurmanasye (Samtani, 1971). 

7 Ditrich, forthcoming.  

8 Bodhi, 1993, p. 79. 

9 Dhammasaṅgaṇi (Müller, 2001, p. 11); Majjhimanikāya (Treckner and Chalmers, 2013, 
pp. 46–55); Visuddhimagga (Rhys Davids, 1975, pp. 436–437). 
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meditation, and mindfulness would appear to have occurred in the last decades 
when mindfulness became completely secularised and widely popularised 
across the Western world. These changes have their historical roots in the 
birth of “modern” Buddhism in the late-nineteenth-century (Lopez, 2002), 
which evolved as a response to the colonisation of Asia and the encounters 
between Buddhist traditions and European paradigms. Both Western and 
Asian Buddhists reinvented modern Buddhism aiming to present Buddhism as 
a world religion and a philosophical system compatible with European ideas of 
the time.10 

In terms of Buddhist meditation, particular historical developments during the 
colonial period in Burma (Myanmar) greatly contributed to novel 
representations or adaptations of Buddhism. To popularise meditation among 
lay people, mindfulness was singled out as one of the most important Buddhist 
practices for them to be practised in everyday life.11 Consequently, methods of 
instruction and approaches had to be simplified. For example, the time 
dedicated to formal meditation practice was significantly reduced. Thus 
repositioned and, to some extent reinterpreted, mindfulness meditation 
started to spread in Burma and other Asian countries and, since the 1970s 
onwards, across the world. In the West, mindfulness practice started to be 
increasingly viewed as training in attention with a largely therapeutic focus, 
thus gradually leading to its secularisation. 

The introduction of the “Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction” programme 
(MBSR) in the late 1970s, developed by Kabat-Zinn, has had a great impact on 
advancing the secularisation of mindfulness. This eight-week programme, 
drawing to a large extent from the modern Burmese methods of meditation, 
developed and refined during the twentieth-century. It has been adapted and 
incorporated into various kinds of psychotherapy, addressing a range of 
psychological disorders. 12  It has also been implemented in many other 
contexts, such as schools, workplace, wellness industries, focusing mainly on 
stress reduction and enhanced wellbeing. In this process of the secularisation 
and expansion of mindfulness, it has been presented in new ways, typically 
defined as a practise of “paying attention on purpose, in the present moment, 

                                                           

10 Several modern scholars have explored the phenomenon of modern Buddhism, e.g., 
McMahan, 2008; Lopez, 2002; Sharf, 1995. 

11 Interpretations of mindfulness from a historical perspective are discussed in Ditrich, 
2016a; for a comprehensive and exemplary study on the emergence of modern 
Buddhism in Burma, see Braun, 2013. 

12 For example, Mindfulness Based Cognitive Therapy (MBCT), which was developed as 
an intervention for prevention of depression relapse (Segal, Williams and Teasdale, 
2002); Dialectical Behaviour Therapy (DBT) (Lineham, 1993), Acceptance and 
Commitment Therapy (ACT) (Hayes, Strosahl, and Wilson, 1999). For a review, see 
Germer et al., 2016. 
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and nonjudgmentally to the unfolding of experience moment to moment” 
(Kabat-Zinn, 2003, p. 145). 

Although secular and Buddhist interpretations of mindfulness share one major 
aim, i.e., the alleviation of suffering, there are also several distinctions between 
the two approaches.13 Firstly, as briefly outlined above, in Buddhist contexts 
right mindfulness is practiced in conjunction with other components of 
meditative and ethical training and hence is not presented as “non-
judgemental attention” but rather the cultivation of wholesome or skilful 
mental states and consequent ethical responses to lived experience. Buddhist 
meditation is underpinned by an ethical structure founded on the notion of 
wholesomeness; this axiomatic distinction sharply separates the traditional 
approach from secular interpretations of mindfulness, in which ethical 
considerations have been largely shifted to the background (McCown, 2013; 
Purser and Millilo, 2015; Monteiro, Musten and Compson, 2015). Secondly, 
secular interpretations largely view mindfulness as a method for the 
enhancement of wellbeing in worldly life, whereas Buddhist meditation 
(traditionally largely a monastic practice, as it seems) aims towards a deep 
existential transformation, achieved through insight into the empty nature of 
all phenomena and events, built on the foundational assumption that complete 
liberation from suffering is possible. Thirdly, the two conceptualisations of 
mindfulness differ in their understanding of a “self”: from the Buddhist 
perspective, an understanding of the intrinsic emptiness of any self is viewed as 
axiomatic for the path leading towards freedom from delusion and suffering, 
whereas to the Western perspective (and the psychotherapeutic in particular), 
the operationalisation of mindfulness primarily aims towards the development 
of a stable self or a healthy identity, with well-defined self-boundaries. These 
differences in the fundamental conceptualisation of mindfulness have 
concomitant implications for the processes involved in the meditation practice 
itself, its perceived goals and outcomes, as well as for the methodological 
approaches applied in modern research of mindfulness. Without 
understanding the different foundational paradigms of the two approaches, it 
is not possible to fully appreciate the disjuncture now becoming apparent in 
approaches to mindfulness. 

With the rapid growth of applications of mindfulness in various environments, 
research into its efficacy has been expanding, most extensively in psychology 
and related fields.14 Numerous studies indicate that mindfulness promotes 
mental and physical health (Khoury et al., 2013) to be moderately effective 
(Vibe et al., 2012). Since research into mindfulness is still nascent, many 
methodological concerns require scholarly attention (Sedlmeier et al., 2012; 
                                                           

13 For discussion on distinctions between traditional Buddhist and modern secular 
representations of mindfulness, see Ditrich, forthcoming. 

14 A brief overview of current research on mindfulness is given in Ditrich, forthcoming. 
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Thomas and Cohen, 2014). Currently, quantitative research methods prevail, 
e.g., measuring the efficacy of mindfulness through self-report questionnaires; 
such studies, mostly conducted in a theoretical (or at the very least under 
theorised) manner (Sedlmeier et al., 2012), focus more on the question of 
whether mindfulness works or not, rather than how it works. Qualitative 
approaches, although often recommended (Grossman and Van Dam, 2013, p. 
235), are rare and the outcomes from it do not seem to be significantly 
different from those of quantitative research (e.g., Ames et al., 2014; Sibinga et 
al., 2014). More recently, scientific interest in meditation has been growing in 
neuroscience (e.g., Davidson et al., 2003) and new theoretical models have 
been proposed (Lutz et al., 2015). However, scarce attention has been paid to 
the question of how the proposed scientific theories may relate to and be 
informed by Buddhist traditions; the source traditions may well provide useful 
correctives or elucidations, simply because the Buddhist model provides a 
unique and well-structured holistic presentation of mindfulness, embedded 
within elaborated (Buddhist) theoretical models and the practice of meditation 
and ethics. 

Introducing Meditation in Schools: A Twelve-week Programme for High 
Schools in Australia 

Following the expansion of mindfulness programmes for adults in a variety of 
settings, mindfulness interventions have also been introduced to younger 
people with age appropriate modifications (e.g., MBSR-T programme for 
adolescents was developed on the model of MBSR). Such programmes are 
mostly taught outside schools or in school after-hours, usually conducted 
within a rather short period, between six to twelve weeks or, more rarely, 
incorporated into the daily school curriculum.15 Typically, the main goals of 
these programmes include stress reduction, increased attention, emotional 
balance, and improved academic achievements, as indicated by several 
research studies (Kuyken et al., 2013; Black, 2015; Schonert-Reichl and Roeser, 
2016, pp. 3-4). However, these studies do not explore or focus on the deeper 
causes and conditions for stress and suffering in educational as well as broader 
societal settings. It may be questioned here whether Buddhist teachings, which 
are the source of the practice of mindfulness, can inform and contribute to 
current mindfulness programmes in education, especially with Buddhism’s 
holistic approach to a penetrating investigation of human consciousness and 
its underlying conditions. This is intrinsically linked to cultivation of ethics, 
meditation and wisdom. To address this question, a new meditation training 
programme for schools was designed in Australia, in 2013, aiming to 
incorporate some of the fundamental premises of Buddhist teachings. 

                                                           

15 For example, MindUP (Maloney et al., 2016) and Inner Kids (Galla, Kaiser-Greenland, 
and Black, 2016). 
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The programme was structurally based on and followed a design—initially 
developed by the author as a postgraduate course about meditation—focusing 
equally on the theory and the practice of mindfulness, delivered to students at 
post-graduate level. This design was modified to be age-appropriate and 
adjusted for high school students by an experienced high school teacher 
(Catherine Ramos), who then developed weekly lessons and other teaching 
materials before she taught the programme in several high schools in Australia. 
Participation was entirely on a voluntary basis; the programme was delivered 
within school hours, over a period of twelve weeks. In 2014 the programme 
documentation was translated into Slovene, with some modifications, and 
delivered in two high schools in Slovenia. In addition, in 2014, two pilot 
research projects were conducted, in Australia and Slovenia respectively, 
aiming to evaluate the programme and determine any modifications required 
as well as to suggest future directions.16 

The programme was designed for senior high school students (aged between 16 
and 17), delivered in four high schools in New South Wales, Australia, between 
2013 and 2015. It comprised of twelve one-hour weekly lessons; within each 
lesson half of the time was dedicated to theory and half to actual practice. In 
addition, students were regularly given handouts and pre-recorded guided 
daily meditations. They were also encouraged to practice meditation daily, and 
regularly contacted through Facebook as a means of follow-up and 
encouragement. 

By design, the theoretical component (half of the lesson time) was regarded as 
a vital component of the entire programme: the presentations and discussions 
about meditation and related topics, such as ethics, identity, and relationships, 
explored from various perspectives (including Buddhist), were also selected to 
be particularly appropriate for the concerns of senior high school students. 
Several objectives instigated the formation of the theoretical part of the 
programme. Firstly, the main aim was to inform students about just what 
meditations (and mindfulness) are, how it is conceptualised and practised in 
its original Buddhist frameworks, and how it is understood and modified in the 
new modern secular contexts. In this way, students had access to a wider range 
of information about meditation and could reflect upon some of the facets of 
the two different discourses and views about life, namely the Buddhist and the 
modern Western. 

Secondly, the programme introduced basic meditation terminology, largely 
drawing from Buddhist sources, informing them that meditative traditions 
such as those of Buddhism have a rich and precise conceptualisation (and 

                                                           

16  A study on the efficacy of this programme is currently under preparation for 
publication; here only the structure of the programme and some preliminary findings 
are outlined. 
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therefore vocabulary) for describing human consciousness and psychology and 
its many components, for which there are currently no equivalents in modern 
European languages, such as English.17 One of the underlying intentions of the 
theoretical component of the programme was to provide students with a 
conceptual context for reflection and contemplation. This would serve as a 
background for their individual informed investigation, through employing 
practical methods, of the processes of the mind and body, and the role of 
ethics, compassion, (non) self, and emptiness in relation to these processes. 
For example, the questions investigated included the possible links between 
human suffering and (un) ethical conduct, the relationship between humans 
and other species, especially in the light of the question of a separate “identity.” 
Thirdly, the aim of the programme was to familiarise students with various 
forms of meditation practice and skills, focusing on mindfulness, 
concentration, loving kindness and compassion, to introduce meditation as a 
potential life skill in a way that is relevant to a particular age-group and 
cultural context. At all times the students were encouraged to form their own 
opinions about the utility of the methods presented for their purposes. Thus, 
the programme was primarily intended to serve as an introduction to 
meditation skills and meditation itself within a broader theoretical context. 

The practical component of the programme was of equal importance: it 
specifically aimed at introducing meditation skills, which the students could 
practice in their current environment or could return to later in life. As 
mentioned above, the practical component was about half of the time allocated 
for each one hour session. The programme focused each week on a particular 
area of mindfulness meditation, introducing a specific method and outlining 
the theory behind it to provide a conceptual framework for students to 
understand and engage with the meditation, i.e., the techniques were not 
presented uncritically, but embedded in a rational and coherent conceptual 
structure. The different areas of, and approaches to, mindfulness that were 
gradually introduced, followed roughly the structure of the well-known 
discourse on mindfulness, the Pāli Satipaṭṭhānasutta (Sanskrit 
Smṛtyupasthānasūtra). This discourse was selected as a foundation for the 
design of the programme because of its significant role, especially in modern 
Buddhism, being regarded as the root text for mindfulness. It is still reflected—
to some degree at least—in various secularised models of mindfulness 
teaching. The Satipaṭṭhānasutta describes meditation practice in four main 
areas: mindfulness of the body, feelings, mind, and mental states.18 

                                                           

17 For example, the term dharma has no equivalent in English (Warder, 1971, p. 272); in 
Buddhist discourse it has a very wide semantic spectrum, which could be, at least to 
some extent, grasped through gradual familiarisation with the term in different nuances 
and contexts and, perhaps, gradually adopted into English vocabulary.  

18 For a comprehensive study of the Satipaṭṭhānasutta, see Anālayo, 2010. 
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In this programme, mindfulness of the body was introduced first, focusing on 
the following areas: breathing (as a sitting meditation as well as in everyday 
life); four postures and movement (particularly walking meditation); and daily 
activities. Later in the programme, other areas of mindfulness were introduced, 
namely, the practice of mindfulness of bodily sensations, of the mind and of 
thoughts. Students were encouraged to reflect upon and contemplate the links 
between thoughts, speech and actions. Towards the end of the programme, 
mindfulness of mental states was discussed and practiced, focusing on 
observation of the senses and their objects, the five hindrances of Buddhist 
traditions (i.e. desire, aversion, dullness and torpor, restlessness and worry, 
confusion), the impermanence of all phenomena, and the perceptions of “self.” 
Different meditation techniques were gradually introduced and integrated into 
the programme over the weeks. In addition, loving-kindness meditation was 
introduced at an early stage and practiced throughout the course, aiming to 
enhance the presence of wholesome and correspondingly skilful mental states. 
Participants were encouraged not only to observe but also to investigate their 
experience of the mind and body, reflect upon these and not accept anything 
in the programme without testing it themselves, through their own lived 
experience. 

To summarise, the practical component of the programme was based on what 
the author views as a version of traditional Buddhist approaches to meditation, 
with a strong emphasis on the exploration of ethical issues, compassion and 
kindness. A major goal was presenting meditation practice in a way relevant 
for the particular students’ ages and cultural milieu. The ongoing, informal 
student responses and feedback were generally positive. However, a small pilot 
research project was nevertheless designed, aiming at a better understanding 
of student experiences and an informed evaluation of the programme. 

Pilot Research on the Efficacy of the Twelve-week Meditation 
Programme 

For the research and evaluation of this twelve-week meditation programme, a 
qualitative method was chosen. As mentioned earlier, studies on the efficacy of 
mindfulness training for young people mainly employ quantitative methods 
(e.g. Kuyken et al., 2013), whereas qualitative studies are rare, though often 
recommended by researchers since they may reveal the experiences of 
meditators during mindfulness training (Grossman, 2011; Schonert-Reichl and 
Roeser, 2016, pp. 12-14). A qualitative approach was chosen for this pilot 
research primarily to obtain comprehensive in-depth feedback on the 
structure, content and effectiveness of the programme based on the evaluation 
received, to modify and improve it accordingly. In addition, given the small 
number of participants, a qualitative approach was deemed the most feasible, 
meaningful and appropriate. The research was conducted in 2014 in a high 
school in Australia, chosen because of previous engagement and interest in the 
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programme.19 Here the outline of the research project and its preliminary 
outcomes are presented briefly. 

The research was conducted using semi-structured interviews, which served as 
the starting point for discussion. In the interviews the following main 
questions were pursued: how was meditation experienced by the participants; 
which meditation methods they found most useful or acceptable, in what 
circumstances and why; how the programme affected their experience of 
anxiety and stress; how the programme (i.e., theory and practice of meditation) 
may have affected their understanding of the mind and body; how students 
perceived the links between meditation, ethics and identity; and how 
meditation influenced their conflict resolution skills. Eights students (male and 
female) were interviewed, each of them four times; three interviews were 
conducted during the programme and a follow up interview two months later. 
Most interviews took at least one hour. Following the standard procedures for 
qualitative research, the interviews were recorded; transcribed, coded and the 
main categories identified. 

In terms of general findings, all the students interviewed perceived meditation 
as a goal-oriented practice, primarily aiming to control stressful situations, 
either at school or at home. They also reported that meditation helped them to 
concentrate and focus on their study better, develop better self-discipline and 
increased calmness. Although the programme was not primarily designed or 
consciously presented as a remedial tool for stress or, even less so for the 
enhancement of academic performance in school, the students perceived 
meditation primarily as a method for stress reduction and improved academic 
success. This may reflect the increasing perception in broader Australian 
society, through the media and other sources, that meditation is primarily a 
remedial tool (or relaxation method) rather than a method for systematic 
inquiry into the nature of the mind, which was one of the intended main 
design aims of this programme. 

Among the meditation methods taught, the students most frequently chose 
mindfulness of breathing and loving kindness to use in their everyday life, 
especially to bring about improvements in their relationships with their peers, 
family and teachers, and to avoid or resolve conflicts. Mindfulness was 
primarily viewed as a method to be applied when unpleasant mental states 
were experienced: usually they would turn to mindfulness of breathing when 
they felt stressed (e.g., before exams), whereas loving kindness was a preferred 
approach to resolving interpersonal conflicts. Students found loving-kindness 
meditation as one of their preferred methods: they viewed it as a calming and 

                                                           

19 In addition, a similar qualitative research on the outcomes of the twelve-week 
meditation programme, translated into Slovene, was conducted in a selective high 
school in Slovenia, and its outcomes published by Globevnik, 2015. 
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pleasant practise before sleep and as an emergency self-help, practised 
“privately” for a few moment or longer, to ease painful thoughts after a sudden, 
traumatic or stressful situation. It was predominantly practised around 
conflicts in various relationships, and not in connection to schoolwork. 

Students did not respond well to and would seldom independently practice 
meditation methods with the focus on the body, such as the body scan, 
mindfulness of the body postures or walking; they were mostly preoccupied 
with their thoughts and emotions and surprisingly, found it difficult to pay 
attention to the body. They showed a moderate interest in the practice of 
mindfulness of the mind and mental states, however, some of them reported 
increased awareness of unskilful thoughts or mental states, which they tried to 
alleviate through focusing on mindfulness of breathing or loving kindness 
meditation. Initially they found the practice of observing thoughts and mental 
states disturbing, but as they became more aware of their thought processes by 
the end of the course, they found an increased ability to see the impermanence 
of mental processes and reported being able to let go of negative states. 

All the students interviewed expressed motivation to continue with meditation 
because they had already experienced some benefits. Importantly, they viewed 
meditation as a type of empowerment; having acquired a skill or competency 
they could apply by themselves, rather than seeking external help. 

Concluding Remarks and Recommendations 

The twelve-week meditation course aimed—rather ambitiously—at developing 
a comprehensive programme that would help students to explore, through 
meditation and reflection, their experiences, and enable them to learn about 
different, historically informed, approaches to and understandings of life. This 
included an attempted exploration of Western and Buddhist perspectives, 
especially on the question of whether humans have the potential to achieve a 
deeper transformation and to alleviate, or even be liberated from suffering. The 
small pilot study revealed that students had a few occasional insights into 
impermanence and fluidity of what they perceived as a “self” or identity, and 
made some connections between meditation, ethical responses and suffering. 
However, by and large, they chose to meditate mostly when they experienced 
unpleasant mental states, signalling that they perceived meditation primarily 
as a remedial tool rather than a method of exploration. The study shows that, 
in accordance with the initial intention of the programme, namely the pursuit 
of contemplative education, informed by Buddhist teachings and practices and 
with meditation as the central component, the programme was worthwhile 
and brought about some immediate benefits (e.g., perceived reduction in 
stress, improved interpersonal relationships). Nonetheless, for a deeper 
contemplative exploration, a much longer period, dedicated to both the theory 
and practice of meditation, would be recommended, preferably spanning over 
years, and being well incorporated into the curriculum. 
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Students responded very favourably to the design of the programme, especially 
to the integration of theory and practice. This study showed that the 
presentation of, and discussion on, different theoretical models of meditation, 
such as the Buddhist and Western, was especially suitable and recommendable 
for senior high schools. The introduction of, and familiarisation with, a range 
of meditation methods and approaches (though mindfulness was the central 
one) was viewed as helpful, allowing students to choose a method or two (such 
as loving kindness or mindfulness of breath) that would be appropriate or 
suitable for their particular circumstance at the time. The study recommends 
meditation to be taught in small groups, and if possible, individually tailored, 
as would have been done in the traditional Buddhist settings. The preliminary 
findings from the implementation and study of the programme indicate that 
such meditation programmes can be put before students as a potential life 
skill, on a voluntary basis and, importantly, presented and contextualised in a 
meaningful and coherent way, applying a rich spectrum of textual, visual and 
other materials that are age-appropriate and culturally relevant. All students 
were interested in continuing with meditation in school and indicated a need 
for schools to provide a special time and quiet space for meditation. The 
implementation of and research into this programme also showed the need for 
developing teacher training programmes in meditation and better defined 
standards for such teachers, as has been underlined by several recent studies 
on mindfulness in education (e.g., Lantieri et al., 2016; Jennings, 2016). 

This meditation programme, designed for and adapted to the high school 
environment in multicultural Australia, was accepted by students with great 
interest and enthusiasm. In a Buddhist country, such as Bhutan, it would be 
probably much easier in many respects to introduce meditation in schools, by 
tapping into the rich treasury of Vajrayāna Buddhism. Therefore, a few 
suggestions for, and reflections on, the potential for development of such a 
comprehensive programme for schools, focusing on meditation and cultivation 
of values, will be outlined below. 

The theoretical component of such a programme could draw from Buddhist 
Vajrayāna teachings, by making them relevant to the students of the twenty-
first century. For example, the teaching of interdependent origination, with a 
focus on the role of desires and clinging and its links to environment and 
ethics, could be presented in many ways: for senior students through 
philosophical discussions, and for more junior students through examples from 
stories and visual representations, which are a large component of the 
Vajrayāna cultural context. In the exploration of ethics, the ideal of the 
bodhisattva model could serve as a starting point, by linking its representations 
in Buddhist philosophy with everyday practice, such as contemplation on 
compassion and non-violence towards all beings. In addition, the rich 
repository of stories about Guru Rimpoche Padmasambhava could serve as a 
culturally significant example for teaching ethics and values, especially the 
narratives about how he subdued the local deities that were perceived as 
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inimical spirits of the Tibetan landscape: he transformed or converted them 
rather than killing them (as would be the case in mythologies of many other 
cultures and religions). These stories could be used as a foundation for a 
reflection on options in responding to the challenges of modern life, pointing 
the way to personal transformation, which meditation aims at in the first place. 
Such transformation or conversion of negative forces or mental states is a 
particularly valuable and relevant model for the present world, where 
destruction seems to be one of the prevalent responses, manifested inwardly as 
self-destructing ways of life, or outwardly as destructive behaviour, expressed 
through greed (excessive consumption) and violence in relation to other beings 
and environments. In addition, the links between emptiness or non-duality 
and the idea of identity or individuality could be explored through the 
question of whether human beings can live as separate individual units or 
rather exist through “inter-being” (a word coined by Thich Nhat Hanh), and 
how compassion and friendliness can stem from, and be linked to, the 
Buddhist notion of non-duality. 

In terms of meditation practice, Vajrayāna Buddhism is a particularly rich 
repository of numerous methods, including the cultivation of loving-kindness 
practices (including that referred to in Tibetan as gtong len), development of 
compassion, mindfulness, visualisations, meditation on maṇḍalas, sounds, 
mantras, and movements, to name a few. A taste of appropriate but selected 
meditation methods could be introduced in schools, suitably adapted in a way 
to make them relevant for students of particular age and explained against the 
background of Buddhist teachings; for senior high school students, the 
fundamentals of Buddhist philosophy could be introduced, whereas for junior 
students, the meaning and significance of meditation could be presented 
through stories, visual imagery, art, games and movement. Drawing from the 
experience in implementing a meditation programme in Australia, it can be 
recommended that students are explicitly informed about the aims and 
background of meditation practices, about the similarities as well as profound 
differences between the Western and Buddhist, (particularly Vajrayāna) 
approaches to life, and that they learn, in a meaningful way, how wisdom, 
compassion, ethics and meditation are interlinked and very much relevant for 
our present world and its many challenges to be faced by young generations. 
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