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DISSERTATION ABSTRACT 

“‘Thinking Things Together’: What Contemplative Practice Can Offer Academic Writing 

Instruction,” calls for the inclusion of contemplative practices (e.g., mindfulness meditation, 

visualization, deep listening, reflective journaling, etc.) in the instruction of writing, due to their 

potential to foster more self-efficacy in the writing process. Because recent research has linked 

contemplative practices to improved cognition, they are especially well-suited to facilitate 

writing, which is—at least in part—a cognitive act. In other words, the common denominator of 

composition studies and contemplative practice is cognition. However, composition studies has 

failed to make this connection because the field has been largely dismissive of cognitivist writing 

research, and has neglected to stay abreast of recent research on cognition and writing. By 

presenting recent research on the cognitive processes involved in the production of text, as well 

as recent research on the effects of meditation on the brain (pioneered in the emerging field of 

contemplative neuroscience), this transdisciplinary project highlights the points at which these 

two bodies of research converge.  Two systematic literature reviews (SLRs) of these—seemingly 

disparate—areas of research reveals that they share interests in the cognitive processes of 

executive function, working memory, attention, motivation, and self-regulation. Furthermore, a 

meta-synthesis of the research conducted on these cognitive processes illustrates how 

contemplative neuroscience can inform—and improve—the theory and practice of teaching 

writing. Specifically, I provide readers with classroom activities and assignments that implement 

contemplative practices in the writing classroom in empirically-informed and effective ways. 
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FOREWORD 

SPIRITUALITY AND THE ACADEMY: A SHARED HISTORY 

Historical consciousness among Americans today does not run very deep. We 

tend to confront each public issue as though it was emerging for the first time, 

divorced from the earlier history of the nation. Contemporary debate on the 

relationship between church, state and school is no exception.1 

–Alan C. Carlson 

Sometimes, when I tell people that my dissertation project explores how to best 

implement contemplative practice in the writing class, I get an “oh!” accompanied by two raised 

eyebrows in response. Aside from making me feel slightly defensive, this reaction also makes me 

wonder: “why does bringing contemplative practice into the classroom seem so radical to some 

people?” Although the answer to this question undoubtedly varies from person to person, I think 

one of the reasons people are uncomfortable with the idea of integrating practices like 

mindfulness meditation or yoga in public institutions of higher education, is because of the belief 

that public education is—and should remain—secular. Even though the contemplative practices I 

suggest implementing in higher education are presented as secular practices, it is the implication 

inherent in my project—that spiritual practices have a place in public higher education—which I 

think is at the root of many people’s discomfort with the interventions I suggest. However, as 

Alan Carlson (above) notes, this reaction may—at least partly—stem from an erroneous 

understanding of how spirituality and religion have played a role in the academy from its very 

beginning, and have shaped the institution it has become. In this foreword, I will frame the 

project of this dissertation by providing a brief history of the intertwined and coevolving 

                                                           
1 From page 21 of “Religion, the State and the Schools: Reflections on the Deweyan Perspective.” Education and 
Culture 3 (1):3 (2012) 21-35. 
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relationship between religion, spirituality2, and the academy. This historical overview will begin 

with a discussion of the early institutions of learning in Europe, and end with a discussion of 20th 

century universities in the US. By providing this historical context, I hope to illustrate how—for 

most of the history of the university—religious educational goals have coexisted with other 

educational goals (e.g., the study of science, math, history, rhetoric, etc.). In fact, it is only very 

recently—since the second half of the 20th century—that these concerns have been largely 

displaced within higher education. In other words, this overview provides—for those who are 

leery of a contemplative pedagogy—a broader perspective of the role spirituality has played in 

higher education. Perhaps this broader perspective will discourage the perception of 

contemplative pedagogy as something radical, “new-agey,” or inappropriate.  

It is a common misconception that religion only played a role in the early—monastic—

institutions of higher learning, but that with the separation of church and state, universities 

effectively divorced themselves from all religious or spiritual ties. It is also often thought that 

these earlier forbears of the modern university, which appeared in early Medieval Europe—and 

which are still sometimes referred to as “Cathedral schools”—were devoid of so-called 

‘scientific’ explorations of knowledge. As Olaf Pedersen notes in The First Universities, this 

traditional characterization of Cathedral schools may be incorrect: “the sharp distinction between 

the ancient and medieval worlds is becoming unclear and arbitrary, and the darkness of the 

Middle Ages now appears to a certain extent to be due to the weak light by which it used to be 

                                                           
2 It may be helpful to differentiate, at this point, between the terms religion and spirituality. While the term 
“religion” denotes an association with an organized religious group (e.g., Judaism, Catholicism, etc.) as well as that 
group’s particular system of faith and worship, “spirituality” is generally understood to be a more expansive term. 
“Spirituality” denotes a belief in the concept that all human beings are interconnected by means of something 
bigger than ourselves. This interconnection may be divine in nature, or it may be the connection fostered by the 
universal human experience. In Chapter 2, I provide a distinction between the terms “spiritual practice” and 
“contemplative practice.” 
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seen” (29). Although learning during this period was heavily influenced, like all other aspects of 

society, by Christianity, it was also increasingly influenced by institutions of science (e.g., the 

Royal Society), utility (e.g., local governments), and practicality (e.g., guilds). In fact, in order to 

do justice to this period of education, we must look at these three major influences—religion, 

science, and utility/practicality—together, not separately, because this is the manner in which 

they manifest themselves in medieval education, and later, in the first universities.  

A broad array of subjects—not just those necessary for a religious education—were 

studied during this period, and these subjects also became more clearly defined as the Middle 

Ages progressed. As A.B. Cobban notes in The Medieval Universities, “the theoretical basis of 

medieval education was the concept of the seven liberal arts…with the passage of time, it 

became customary to divide the seven liberal arts into the trivium subjects of grammar, logic and 

rhetoric, and the quadrivium grouping of arithmetic, geometry, astronomy and music” (10). Prior 

to the year 1000 CE, the trivium subjects were valued more highly due to the purpose of 

education being largely religious in nature: “the need to master enough arithmetical skill to 

calculate the dates of movable church festivals was often the sum total of quadrivium expertise 

absorbed by the average student priest” (11). However, after 1000 CE—and throughout the 

Middle Ages—the quadrivium subjects gained value in the educational system because the 

priority of education became, “the speedy absorption of a selected area of learning in preparation 

for a chosen career” (12). Not unlike today:  

the professionally-geared studies of law and medicine exercised an almost 

mesmeric influence over Europe’s earliest generations of university 

students…The prospect of monetary gain and an established position within the 

social order were powerful incentives to the student of ability, and there was 
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strong temptation to hasten over an arts training to embark upon more lucrative 

study. (17)  

It is important to note here that the study of the trivium subjects, or what we call the humanities 

today, was never completely pushed out of the scope of medieval education, but experienced a 

period of diminishment in the period surrounding the development of the first universities. By 

the time the first “real” universities were founded in Italy in the twelfth century at Salerno and 

Bologna, a deeply intertwined and complex relationship between religion, science, and 

utility/practicality was already embedded within the concept of higher education.  

Liesa Stamm talks more specifically about the role played by religion and spirituality 

within the American context in her chapter “The Influence of Religion and Spirituality in 

Shaping American Higher Education.” She argues that in order to understand the role played by 

religion and spirituality in American higher education, we must understand the way that the 

American conception of religion and spirituality, in general, has changed over time. Just as in 

Europe, the first universities established in North America were very much products of a society 

built on a system of Christian ethics:  

Reflecting the centrality of churches in American society during most of our 

history, it was considered only natural for education to be closely tied with the 

church. Beginning with Harvard College established in 1636 to prepare 

Congregational (Puritan) ministers to nurture the burgeoning communities of New 

England with knowledge and respect for the Christian gospel, the nine colonial-

era colleges set the pattern for church influence in guiding the directions and 

setting the standards for American higher education until the late nineteenth and 

early twentieth centuries. (73)   
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It is important to note that—also like the first universities in Europe—secular concerns were not 

completely ignored by the first institutions of higher learning in the US. This was largely 

because, although they received financial support from churches, the vast majority also received 

support from state or community taxes. As a result of this support, “no institution restricted its 

student body to members of the affiliated church or denomination” (74). Therefore, although 

many of these institutions prepared young men for the ministry, they also served to prepare them 

for law, medicine, and other professions. Despite “not directly promote[ing] a particular 

denominational theology,” though “all campuses until the early twentieth century defined 

themselves as Christian institutions, with the propagation of Christian faith and values as an 

essential component of their missions” (75).   

Although religious education and utility-based education coexisted within institutions of 

higher learning in the US. throughout most of the nineteenth century, at the end of the nineteenth 

century, the religious tenor of public universities began to change. According to Stamm, this was 

the result of three primary factors: 1) an increased emphasis on a scientific research-based 

approach to knowledge, 2) an increased emphasis on vocationalism and specialization, and 3) the 

growing diversity and pluralization of American society. All of these factors eventually 

“propelled the transformation of American [public] higher education toward secularization and 

total disengagement from its Christian foundations” (78). Evidence of the greater emphasis on 

scientific research is illustrated in the establishment of new private universities that were funded 

by “industrial tycoons” (e.g. Johns Hopkins, Stanford, and the University of Chicago), as well as 

the growth of state universities (under the Morrill Act). Stamm also notes that former colleges, 

like Harvard, were being transformed into centers of scientific research. An increased emphasis 

on research and an increased emphasis on practicalization went hand-in-hand due to the increase 
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in funding from industry and government for technical research and development. This increase 

in practicalization meant that learning at the university level became more specialized and 

fragmented: “As universities came to promote technical skills over education in the humanities, 

the academic disciplines were increasingly fragmented into subdisciplines” (79).  

In addition to a greater focus on scientific research and specialization, the secularization 

of the university was also a result of the many cultural changes that occurred after World War II. 

Civil rights legislation, for example, expanded economic, political and social opportunities for 

minorities, and universities responded to this legislation by implementing programs and 

opportunities meant to ensure greater educational access to everyone. As a result of these efforts, 

the racial, ethnic, and religious profile of American colleges and universities has changed 

drastically. Stamm notes that this period of great cultural and social upheaval not only affected 

legislation and policy, but also “produced a profound alteration in Americans’ most basic 

conceptions of religion and spirituality, their understanding of traditionally accepted religious 

beliefs and practices, and even their interpretation of the sacred itself” (69). She argues that 

previous to this point in time, “Americans sought social belonging through their associations 

with churches and synagogues,” but that today, “the majority of Americans focus their religious 

energies on the development of personal meaning, on individual religious and spiritual seeking, 

and on private interpretations” (69). Evidence of this claim can be seen in the fact that a large 

percentage of Americans no longer attend traditional religious services. 

Whether the subject is the medieval forerunners to the first universities in Europe, or the 

modern American university, all educational institutions are reflections of the cultures in which 

they are embedded. This is important to note because some opponents to the contemporary 

contemplative education movement object to it because they believe that anything that can be 
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remotely connected to spirituality, or religion, has no place in the university (there are also a few 

other key reasons why the field of composition studies has yet to embrace contemplative 

pedagogy, which will be discussed at length in this dissertation). On closer inspection, though, it 

appears that religion and spirituality have only been displaced from the university system (at 

least in the US.) within the past sixty, or so, years—less than 5% of the history of 

institutionalized education. This realization sheds a new light on the discussion of whether or not 

spirituality has a place within an academic context. I think it begs the question: why can’t 

scientific (and other academic) pursuits of knowledge coexist with explorations of spirituality? 
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CHAPTER 1 

WHAT DOES IT MEAN TO ‘THINK THINGS TOGETHER’? 

 

1.1 Introduction 

One of the first things I noticed at the schools I worked at as a Peace Corps volunteer in 

northeastern Thailand was that the kids were always sweeping. I wasn’t fluent enough in Thai at 

that point to understand why they regularly swept their classroom, but I suspected it wasn’t just 

to keep the floors clean. Although students were expected to help in the custodial maintenance of 

the classrooms, lunchrooms, and occasionally the bathrooms, this still didn’t account for the 

frequency with which the students were asked to sweep the floor, or the number of brooms any 

given classroom had on hand for this purpose. When my Thai became a little bit stronger, I asked 

one of my co-teachers why the students were always sweeping the floors. She responded “sah-

mat-tit”: meditation. As I came to understand—after living in Thailand for a few months—the 

repetitive motion of sweeping was considered meditative by many, and both school children and 

novice Buddhist monks were required to sweep for a period of time each day as a means of 

developing a meditative practice. In addition to this, the Thai school children I worked with—

especially at the grade school level—were required to develop a daily, sitting meditative 

practice. Students met each morning in the school auditorium, sat down on the floor, placed their 

palms facing upwards in their laps, closed their eyes, and remained silent for three to five 

minutes. Evidently, education in Thai public schools involved more than just meeting academic 

objectives or preparing students for standardized tests; it was built around the belief that the 

learning process involved the whole student, not simply their intellect. 

Fast-forward two years, and I’m back in the US. and back in school. This time, I am not 

just a teacher (a college writing instructor), but also a student again myself, in a challenging 
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graduate program. At first, I found graduate school exciting, eye-opening, and generally 

fulfilling. Concerns I had never given much thought to before—the ways in which a pedagogy 

can perpetuate systems of inequality or work to deconstruct them; the ways in which subjective 

and objective knowledge are valued differently within the academy; the ways that my own 

choices as a consumer can either support unjust labor practices or challenge them—became a 

primary focus of my life, both inside and outside of graduate school. I was going through a 

process that Brazilian pedagogue Paulo Friere referred to as conscientização, or conscientization, 

and it was exhilarating!  

But, about three years into my seven-year program, some other—less positive—emotions 

began to surface as well. Instead of feeling excited by all the new perspectives I was gaining, I 

was beginning to feel depressed. The demystification of global capitalism, for example, made a 

simple run to the grocery store the source of an excruciating internal battle (do I try to “shop 

responsibly,” or do I go to the store that has the best deals so that I don’t run out of money before 

my next paycheck?). Returning home for bachelorette parties or baby showers made me cringe 

because I became painfully aware of the gender- and hetero-normativities undergirding these (no 

longer neutral) major life-event rituals. Even dating became difficult. I found myself unable to 

ignore foibles in potential partners, which I would have had no problem over-looking before 

graduate school (can I date someone who actually thinks that?). In general, I was beginning to 

feel a deep sense of loss for my life—and my mentality—before grad school. I felt isolated and 

disconnected from my family and long-time friends because, as much as they tried to understand 

me, I couldn’t express my frustrations to them in a discourse they were familiar with. Instead of 

making me outraged, and then empowered to change the status-quo, what I was learning in 

graduate school was making me feel overwhelmed and powerless to effect any change at all.  
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As a result, I began to seriously question my decision to enter a profession that appeared 

to have no problem encouraging students to develop a critical consciousness, but very little 

capability—at least at the macro-level—to help students prepare for or deal with the emotional 

fall-out that often results from developing a critical consciousness. I also began to notice other 

aspects of the academy that bothered me. It seemed everywhere I turned, I was encountering the 

stifling esotericism of some colleagues or the infuriating posturing and performativity of others. I 

was becoming increasingly aware of my own exploited labor-status as a graduate writing 

instructor, and of the fact that higher education was, in many ways, merely another business—

and like other businesses—primarily concerned with the bottom line.  

At some point during this growing sense of malaise, I began to think—“there must be a 

better way.” Some of the problems I was encountering seemed insurmountable to me (like the 

ever expanding business-model of the university), but I wanted to find some way of having a 

positive effect on my situation. It eventually dawned on me that one thing I could change was the 

practice of education at the micro-level—in my classroom. I began to search for alternative 

pedagogical practices that heal students, instead of wound them. I searched for practices that help 

students develop the emotional resiliency needed to maintain a critical awareness while living in 

a very un-critical world. I searched for practices that allow students to integrate their subjective, 

experiential knowledge, with their objective, intellectual knowledge. I searched for practices that 

encouraged students to think with their heads and with their hearts. My search for alternative 

educational paradigms led me to authors like Parker Palmer and Mary Rose O’Reilley, who put 

words to the feelings of frustration I was having with our educational system. Palmer, for 

example, articulately and beautifully describes one of my major frustrations in his famous book, 

The Courage to Teach: Exploring the Inner Landscape of a Teacher’s Life: 



Chaterdon   22 
 

It takes training to think the world apart because we arrive in this world with an 

instinctive capacity to hold paradoxes together. Watch a young child go through 

the day, and you will see how action and rest, thought and feeling, tears and 

laughter are intimate and inseparable companions.... But that easy embrace of 

paradox is soon drummed out of us. Early in our journey toward adulthood, we 

are taught that survival depends on our ability to dissect life and discriminate 

among its parts…. The world of education as we know it is filled with broken 

paradoxes—and with the lifeless results. Paradoxical thinking requires that we 

embrace a view of the world in which opposites are joined, so that we can see the 

world clearly and see it whole. Such a view is characterized by neither flinty-eyed 

realism nor dewy-eyed romanticism but rather by a creative synthesis of the two. 

The result is a world more complex and confusing than the one made simple by 

either-or thought—but that simplicity is merely the dullness of death. When we 

think things together, we reclaim the life force in the world, in our students, in 

ourselves. (65-66)  

Reading these lines not only helped me articulate the feelings of isolation and fracturing I was 

experiencing as a student, but also renewed my resolve as a researcher and teacher, and reminded 

me why I went to graduate school in the first place. 

Continued research into alternative educational practices like these led me to encounter a 

phenomenon called “contemplative pedagogy.” Contemplative pedagogy, as defined by educator 

and scientist Arthur Zajonc, is a pedagogical approach that “offers to its practitioners a wide 

range of educational methods that support the development of student attention, emotional 

balance, empathetic connection, compassion, and altruistic behavior, while also providing new 
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pedagogical techniques that support creativity and the learning of course content” (83 

“Contemplative Pedagogy: A Quiet Revolution in Higher Education”). Discovering 

contemplative pedagogical practices gave me a sense of hope again. I began to realize that 

maybe I couldn’t change all of the things that bothered me about the academy, but perhaps I 

could change some things. I could refuse to participate, as a teacher, in the practices I had found 

so wounding as a student. I could develop a contemplative pedagogy for the writing classroom, 

which encouraged students to become stronger critical thinkers and stronger writers, while 

simultaneously helping them to grow and develop qualities like empathy, compassion, and 

emotional resilience. And that is exactly what I have done. Like the teachers I worked with in 

Thailand, I have cultivated an approach to education that incorporates students’ intellectual 

growth with their personal and emotional growth.  

Although I discuss and describe some of the activities and assignments I have designed 

for the writing classroom in Chapter 5, it is not these specific activities that are the primary focus 

of this dissertation. Rather, this dissertation provides a comprehensive analysis of contemplative 

pedagogy in the writing class, and the different empirical findings that inform and verify its 

efficacy. With continued research into contemplative pedagogy, I quickly began to realize that 

implementing contemplative practice in writing instruction made sense not only because of the 

benefits it offered students’ emotional development, but also because of the benefits it provided 

to students from a cognitive standpoint. The primary project of this dissertation, then, is to 

present this cognitive data as a means of supporting my argument that contemplative practice 

should be incorporated in writing instruction. Specifically, I argue that contemplative practice 

can facilitate many of the key cognitive processes responsible for the production of text, 

including executive function, attention, working memory, motivation, and self-regulation. By 
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facilitating these processes, contemplative practice can help a writer overcome some of the 

obstacles presented by the cognitive drain that accompanies the writing process. Although my 

interest in contemplative pedagogy came about as a result of my emotional pain and frustration 

with the current educational paradigm, this interest has been sustained by discovering recent 

cognitive findings that support its use within an educational context. In this way, I believe I am 

heeding Palmer’s call to “think things together.” Effective teaching practices can be driven by 

both a desire to help students develop as intellectuals, as well as a desire to help them develop as 

human beings. As most good teachers can attest, these two intentions need not be at odds with 

each other. In addition to providing empirical evidence, I view this dissertation as an opportunity 

to explore and theorize a pedagogical approach that brings together two often juxtaposed 

concerns—those of the heart and the head.   

1.2 Methods & Methodology 

Given that my primary goal is to provide a data-driven, or evidence-based, justification of 

why contemplative practices should be implemented in the writing classroom, the most suitable 

method of data collection and analysis for this project is a Systematic Literature Review (SLR). 

SLR, as I explain in this section, is unique from a more traditional literature review in that it 

often has a wider scope, reviews mostly empirical research studies, and is typically employed in 

order to change policy and procedure regarding a specific (medical, psychological, educational, 

etc.) intervention. According to Harris Cooper—author of Research Synthesis and Meta-

Analysis: A Step-by-Step Approach—“the research synthesist’s goal is to present the state of 

knowledge concerning the relation(s) of interest to highlight important issues that research has 

left unresolved” (4). In this dissertation, the “important issue that research has left unresolved” 

is, of course, the possible connections between the writing process and contemplative practice, 
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and the resulting implications of these connections. Since my goal in this dissertation is to both 

highlight an area of study that requires further attention by teachers of writing, as well as to 

effect change regarding the way instructors of writing teach writing, an SLR is the best research 

method for my project. Although SLR is my primary method, I also conduct a more traditional 

literature review in Chapter 2, as well as a brief revisionist historiography in Chapter 3. In this 

section, I will: 1) explain what an SLR is and what the stages of research are within it, and 2) 

explain why an SLR is the most suitable method for my project.  

What is a Systematic Literature Review? 

An SLR (also called a research synthesis, a research review, a systematic review, a meta-

analysis, or a meta-study) is a specific type of literature analysis that reviews and synthesizes 

empirical studies on a particular topic. Initially (during the 70s and 80s), SLRs were developed 

and used by healthcare professionals in order to “examine the effectiveness of a healthcare 

intervention” based upon a large number of studies on a particular intervention (188 “A 

Systematic Literature Review”). This information could then be used to inform both practice and 

policy. For example, in 1992, the Cochrane Collaboration (an international network of 28,000 

people) was formed, which prepares and updates systematic reviews intended to “help healthcare 

providers, policy makers, and patients and their advocates make well-informed decisions about 

health care” (8 “Carrying Out a Systematic Review”). Some of the reviews conducted by the 

Cochrane Collaboration include a review of exercise therapy for low back pain (2000), and a 

review of the emerging risk factors for coronary heart disease (2009). The primary goal of 

reviews such as these is to lessen the gap between research and practice, by synthesizing a large 

amount of research on a topic of significance for practitioners in a given field. For example, 

doctors who read an SLR on emerging risk factors for coronary heart disease should be better 
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able to identify these factors in their patients, without having to read and interpret the multitude 

of individual studies published on various aspects of coronary heart disease risk factors.   

More recently, other fields and disciplines have begun to use SLRs to review and 

evaluate the research being done within their domains. For example, the field of education has 

begun to conduct systematic reviews on the research that studies the effectiveness of educational 

interventions in fostering L2 learner autonomy (2015), while the field of biology has conducted 

reviews on the research on the effects of the invasion of foreign plant species on an environment 

(2013). There are a few reasons why this is happening. One reason, as Diana Ridley notes, is the 

“recognition of the importance of evidence based practice to inform policy decisions and 

professional practice” (189 “A Systematic Literature Review”). Another reason is the huge 

proliferation of information and studies available via the Internet, which make it nearly 

impossible for an individual to have read and synthesized all of the research on a given topic. I 

should note here that disciplines within the humanities also have their own version of the SLR: 

the bibliographic essay. The primary difference between these two genres is, of course, that the 

bibliographic essay does not exclusively synthesize empirical research. In most other respects, 

though, the genres are very closely aligned. 

What are the stages of an SLR research project? 

Scholars who use SLR emphasize the importance of developing research projects that can 

be easily replicated in order to establish reliability. Therefore, scholars have come to a consensus 

about the series of steps or stages that should be followed while conducting an SLR. The 

following table—adapted from Harris Cooper’s table on the seven stages of research synthesis—

identifies the various stages, the research question asked at each stage, and the primary function 

served in that stage of the synthesis.  
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Steps in Research 

Synthesis 

Research Question Asked at 

This Stage of the Synthesis 

Primary Function  

Served in the Synthesis 

Formulating the Problem What research evidence will be 

relevant to the problem or 

hypothesis of interest in the 

synthesis? 

Define the (a) variables and (b) 

relationships of interest so that 

relevant and irrelevant studies 

can be distinguished 

Searching the Literature What procedures should be 

used to find relevant research? 

Identify (a) sources (e.g. 

reference databases, journals) 

and (b) terms used to search 

for relevant research 

Gathering Information  

From Studies 

What information about each 

study is relevant to the 

problem or hypothesis of 

interest? 

Collect relevant information 

about studies in a reliable 

manner 

Evaluating the Quality  

of Studies 

What research should be 

included in the synthesis based 

on (a) the suitability of the 

methods for studying the 

synthesis question and/or (b) 

problems in research 

implementation? 

Identify and apply criteria that 

separate studies conducted in 

ways that correspond with the 

research question from studies 

that do not 

Analyzing and Integrating 

the Outcomes of Studies 

What procedures should be 

used to condense and combine 

the research results? 

Identify and apply procedures 

for (a) combining results 

across studies and (b) testing 

for differences in results 

between studies 

Interpreting the Evidence What conclusions can be 

drawn about the cumulative 

state of the research evidence? 

Summarize the cumulative 

research evidence with regard 

to its strength, generality, and 

limitations 

Presenting the Results What information should be 

included in the report of the 

synthesis? 

Identify and apply editorial 

guidelines and judgment to 

determine aspects of methods 

and results readers of the 

report will need to know 
Table 1.1: Adapted from pgs. 14-15 of Research Synthesis and Meta-Analysis: A Step-by-Step Approach, 

4th Edition, by Harris Cooper. 

Basically, the stages of the research process can be grouped into three main categories: 1) the 

formulation of the problem and the development of the criteria of inclusion for each of the 

studies; 2) the development of a search strategy and the applying of the inclusion criteria to the 

research; and 3) the extraction and analysis of the data, followed by the presentation of the 

results. Although all of the stages are necessary to the process of conducting an SLR, the 
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development of the inclusion criteria, and the application of those criteria to the studies are 

especially important because they are directly linked to the overall validity of the project. In 

other words, the validity of an SLR is increased if the criteria of inclusion are clearly stated from 

the outset, and then applied fairly and consistently to all of the sources considered for inclusion 

in the review.  

Why conduct an SLR in general, and why for this project in particular? 

Although SLRs are considered secondary—as opposed to primary—research, and thus 

not always as valued in certain academic spheres, the work accomplished by an SLR can have 

significant implications for the development of knowledge in a field. Unlike a traditional, or 

“narrative,” literature review, an SLR employs a more rigorous and systematic approach to the 

synthesis of relevant data and research. Opponents of the narrative literature review criticize it 

for being “imprecise in both process and outcome” (6 Cooper). In other words, in a narrative 

literature review, the author is not always expected to define the inclusion criteria ahead of time, 

or conduct an exhaustive review of all applicable studies before synthesizing the research and 

drawing conclusions about a particular intervention. However, the SLR—when conducted by 

following the stages described by Cooper—can ensure a greater degree of precision in the 

collection, analysis, and presentation of information. 

My intention here is not to prioritize objective ways of knowing over subjective ways of 

knowing. Rather, I am aware that when it comes to convincing administrators and teachers to 

consider adopting a new (and non-conventional) curricular and pedagogical approach, “hard 

data”—of the kind I am speaking about—can be useful. As Theraveda Buddhist monk Ajahn 

Amaro pointed out at the 2003 MIT conference titled “Investigating the Mind”: “people believe 

in the great god of data” (9 Harrington). Conducting an SLR of the research on cognitive writing 
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processes and contemplative neuroscience allows me to highlight the empirical connections 

between these two groups of research, which until now, have gone unrealized by most of the 

field of composition studies. 

1.3 Description of Project & Procedures 

In this section, I will draw on Cooper’s work above to explain how my specific project 

has been conducted. I will also discuss the limitations of, or restrictions to, my project during 

each stage of development.  

Stage 1: Formulating the Problem & Developing the Criteria for Inclusion 

 Cooper states that “in its most basic form, the research problem includes the definition of 

two variables and the rationale for studying their association” (23). In this dissertation, the 

variables of interest being studied are: 1) the cognitive processes responsible for the production 

of text, and 2) the effects of contemplative practice on those same cognitive processes. The 

specific question I have regarding these variables and their relationship is: at what point does the 

research on these two variables converge? In other words, which cognitive processes are 

considered responsible for the production of text, as well as positively impacted by 

contemplative practice, and what are the implications of these convergences for the teaching of 

writing? Scoping searches allowed me to establish the rationale for studying the association 

between these two variables (or what I often refer to as bodies of research), because I discovered 

that a growing amount of research is being done on the processes of executive function, working 

memory, attention, motivation, and self-regulation in relationship to both variables.3 Because this 

is such a complex question, I essentially conduct two separate SLRs in this dissertation. The first 

                                                           
3 These terms are of primary interest to the field of cognitive science, and so the fact that they appear in the 
research on both variables is actually an indication that cognitive science has merged with the field of writing 
studies and the research on contemplative practice. 
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SLR asks the question “what are the cognitive processes responsible for the production of text?” 

while the second SLR asks the question “how does contemplative practice impact cognitive 

functioning?”  

As noted by M. Gemma Cherry and Rumona Dickson, “development of your inclusion 

criteria and review question often occur in parallel; to some extent your review question will 

define your inclusion criteria” (26 “Defining My Review Question and Identifying Inclusion 

Criteria”). Therefore, the criteria of inclusion for the studies in each of these SLRs is defined by 

the question that guides each SLR. Gemma Cherry, et al., also suggest that researchers develop 

something they call a PICo (population, phenomena of interest, and context) table. The two PICo 

tables below elaborate on the inclusion criteria for each SLR. 

Review Question What are the cognitive processes responsible for the production of text? 

Population Student writers, primarily at the college level, but also in K-12; 

sometimes L-2 writers, but more frequently L-1; basic writers 

Phenomena of 

Interest 

Research which explores the cognitive processes responsible for the 

production of text (e.g., research using think-aloud protocols while 

composing, articulatory suppression while composing, temporal 

measurement of each stage of the writing process, fMRIs of the brain 

while composing, etc.) 

Context Schools, laboratories 
Table 1.2: A PICO table (adapted from pg. 147 of Doing a Systematic Review, by M. Gemma Cherry, et 

al.), which depicts the criteria of inclusion for the SLR featured in Chapter 3 of this dissertation. 

 

 

Review Question How does contemplative practice impact cognitive functioning? 

Population Both experienced meditators (including Buddhist monks), and novice 

meditators 

Phenomena of 

Interest 

Research which explores the effects of contemplative practice on the 

brain (e.g., research on mindfulness meditation, Buddhist deity 

meditation, and Integrative Mind-Body Training using fMRIs, Stroop 

tests, task performance tests, tests that measure inhibition control and 

emotional regulation, etc.)  

Context Laboratories, schools, spiritual retreats 
Table 1.3: A PICO table (adapted from pg. 147 of Doing a Systematic Review, by M. Gemma Cherry, et 

al.), which depicts the criteria of inclusion for the SLR featured in Chapter 4 of this dissertation. 
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 Due to the fact that contemplative neuroscience is still a very new field, any review of the 

research in that field will be limited by the relatively small number of publications available. 

Therefore, it made sense to keep the parameters of inclusion (or the “phenomena of interest”) for 

research studies broad in order to review a wider array of studies. Even though the field of 

cognitive writing studies is older than contemplative neuroscience, and therefore more 

thoroughly researched, considerably less research has been conducted on the specific role played 

by working memory or attention on the writing process. Therefore, I also chose to keep the 

parameters of inclusion broad for that SLR as well, in order to more effectively gather 

information on the specific cognitive processes of interest. One of the secondary goals of this 

project, then, is to highlight the fact that more research needs to be done on the correlates of 

contemplative practice and the writing process (this gap will be addressed at greater length in 

Chapter 2). 

Stages 2-3: Developing a Search Strategy & Applying the Inclusion Criteria to the Literature 

Developing a clear search strategy is an important part of the research process for an SLR 

because it ensures, at least in theory, that the research project could be replicated by another 

person. After conducting some preliminary scoping searches, it became obvious that the primary 

bibliographic databases I would need to search to find information on my variables would be 

JSTOR and Google Scholar. I also frequently referenced the bibliographies of book chapters and 

articles on related topics to discover new publications. The search terms I used varied depending 

on the specific SLR, and the specific cognitive process I was currently researching. For example, 

when researching the effects of meditation on the cognitive process of attention, I used the search 

terms “meditation” AND “attention.” When researching the role that attention plays in the 

production of text, I used the search terms “text production” OR “writing” AND “attention,” and 
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so on. After identifying an article or book chapter that I might be able to use in the review, I 

saved the source’s title and authors in a bibliographic database for later consideration. Once I had 

collected all of the sources I could find for a particular section of the SLR, I then briefly scanned 

the articles to make sure they met the basic criteria for inclusion. In total, I included twenty-two 

articles and book chapters in the SLR on the cognitive processes responsible for the production 

of text, and thirty articles in the SLR on the effects of meditation of the brain.  

Stage 4-7: Data Extraction, Analysis, & Presentation of the Results 

Because my primary goal in this project is to map the current terrain of the research on 

my two chosen variables, it made the most sense for me to read through (or scan) each of the 

articles individually, and write a brief summary of the findings of each study, which would later 

be included in each SLR. This approach to data extraction and synthesis made more sense for 

this project than a quantitative or statistical analysis (using, for example, NVivo software) would 

have, because I wasn’t looking to extract specific quantitative data, but rather an overview of the 

findings of each study, as they related to a particular cognitive process. Furthermore, the two 

variables of my study are so complexly interrelated that summaries allowed me to track broad 

connections across diverse groups of literature. Once completed, these summaries were then 

grouped by their specific cognitive processes and integrated into each SLR, accordingly.   

In addition to mapping the findings of this research, I also draw some conclusions about 

what these findings imply regarding composition studies. It is during this stage of analysis that I 

am able to return to my initial research question: what are the implications of the convergences 

between these two bodies of research for the teaching of writing? The conclusions I draw about 

these convergences are presented throughout Chapter 4, concurrently with the summaries of the 

findings in the second SLR. It is important to note that the conclusions I draw are primarily 
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speculative because almost no research has been conducted—on which I can draw—that 

explicitly studies the connections between the effects of contemplative practice on the brain and 

the writing process. Again, one of my intentions with this project is to highlight the need for 

more research to be conducted in this area. 

1.4 Overview of Chapters 

In this section, I will briefly summarize what the reader can expect to find in each of the 

chapters of this dissertation. Unlike the reviews conducted in Chapters 3 and 4, the literature 

review conducted in Chapter 2, “Contemplative Pedagogy and Writing Instruction at the College 

Level: Minding the Gap,” is a more traditional literature review, which reviews the literature on 

the contemplative pedagogy movement in higher education, and the lack of corresponding 

literature within composition education. Because the primary purpose of this chapter is to point 

out a gap in the scholarship within composition studies—and not synthesize the findings of said 

research—a more traditional (or narrative style) literature review is more appropriate than an 

SLR in this chapter. This chapter also serves to provide the reader with some background 

information on the contemplative pedagogy movement, writ large.  

Chapter 3, “Cognitive Process Research on Writing, Then and Now: A Review and a 

Revisionist History,” serves a dual purpose in this dissertation. On the one hand, it contains the 

first of the SLRs conducted (on the cognitive processes responsible for the production of text). 

The findings of this SLR imply that the cognitive processes of executive function, working 

memory, attention, motivation, and self-regulation play a very large role in the production of 

text. Furthermore, because the production of text carries such a heavy ‘cognitive load,’ the 

research suggests that the key to becoming a more efficient writer may lie in finding ways to 

reduce the demands of said load on cognition. On the other hand, this chapter also contains a 
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revisionist history of the cognitivist movement within composition studies. The purpose of this 

revisionist history is to provide readers with a possible rationale as to why composition studies 

never fully embraced cognitivist theories of writing. This reticence to embrace cognitivist 

theories of writing is significant to the larger project of this dissertation because the common 

denominator between the teaching of writing and contemplative practice is the cognitive aspects 

of both of these endeavors. Therefore, re-viewing the historical trajectory of cognitivism within 

composition studies helps us better understand one of the reasons why composition studies has 

been slow to explore the benefits of implementing contemplative practice in writing instruction.  

The second SLR is conducted in Chapter 4, “Contemplative Neuroscience and the 

Teaching of Writing: Meditation as Mental Training.” In this SLR, recent research is reviewed 

from the emerging field of contemplative neuroscience (the study of the effects of contemplative 

practice on the brain) in order to propose that one way writing teachers can facilitate the 

development of more efficient writing processes—and ultimately better writing—in their 

students, is through the implementation of contemplative practices in their classes. Specifically, I 

review contemplative neuroscience research on the cognitive processes of executive function, 

working memory, attention, motivation, and self-regulation as these were the cognitive processes 

reviewed in Chapter 3. In addition to reviewing this recent scholarship, this chapter also 

elucidates the connections between this body of research, and the research reviewed in Chapter 

3, thereby supporting my larger argument that the implementation of contemplative practice can 

help writing teachers facilitate their students’ writing process and help improve their writing. 

Finally, Chapter 5, “A Contemplative Composition Pedagogy: Assignments and 

Activities Informed by a Contemplative Perspective,” provides readers with assignments and 

activities that I have designed for the writing classroom. These assignments and activities 
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incorporate a variety of contemplative practices in order to help students adopt a mindful 

approach to the practice of writing, as well as facilitate the cognitive processes responsible for 

the production of text. As opposed to the theoretical approach taken in the earlier chapters of this 

dissertation, this chapter takes a more practical, hands-on approach to contemplative composition 

pedagogy. At the end of this chapter, I also discuss the potential impact of the suggestions I 

make throughout this dissertation. 

1.5 Conclusion 

 The kind of learning that I think most writing teachers (and teachers in general) want to 

have occur in their classrooms is learning that is transformative. We want students to leave our 

classes not just knowing how to correctly use a semicolon, or write a thesis statement, but also to 

leave feeling excited about engaging in the process of inquiry and discovery. This kind of 

learning is not easy. It’s not rote memorization of multiplication tables or Spanish verb 

conjugations, it is learning that requires an emotional—and maybe even physical—response. In 

other words, it is holistic learning because it affects students at both a cognitive and affective 

level. The contemplative approach I argue for in this dissertation is well suited for this kind of 

learning because it does not prioritize the cognitive over the affective. This approach honors the 

reality that (transformative) learning requires students to be engaged at both levels, and it 

provides teachers with a theoretical and practical framework for achieving this. While the 

benefits provided by contemplative practice to the cognitive processes of executive function, 

working memory and attention will be discussed, so will the benefits provided to cognitive-

affective processes like self-regulation and motivation. Before I discuss this research, though, it 

is necessary to first better address the questions: what is contemplative pedagogy, and what does 

it look like in the classroom? In Chapter 2, I will answer this question by conducting an 
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extensive review of the contemplative pedagogy movement in higher education in general, and 

then within composition studies specifically.   
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CHAPTER 2 

CONTEMPLATIVE PEDAGOGY AND WRITING INSTRUCTION  

AT THE COLLEGE LEVEL: MINDING THE GAP 

 

2.1 Introduction  

As I note in the foreword, spirituality has played a role in academia since the first 

universities were created during the middle ages. This chapter, however, will focus on the 

contemporary contemplative education movement. Since the 90s (and perhaps earlier depending 

on how “contemplative” is defined), there has been a steady resurgence of interest—among 

educators—in bringing contemplative or spiritual practices into education in the US. Although I 

use the terms “contemplative” and “spiritual” (and occasionally “holistic”) somewhat 

interchangeably in this chapter, their definitions do differ slightly. “Contemplative practice” 

denotes a variety of practices, both secular and religious (e.g., mindfulness based stress 

reduction, labyrinth walking, centering prayer, lectio divina, journaling, yoga, etc.), which 

“improve health and well-being” (ix Plante). “Spiritual practices,” on the other hand, develop 

one’s relationship with their conception of the divine. Therefore, although the practices may be 

the same, the reason for engaging in these practices distinguishes them. In addition to this close 

semantic relationship, the other reason that I occasionally use these terms interchangeably is 

because “contemplative” has only recently become widely adopted as the catch-all phrase for the 

variety of practices intended to foster health and well-being in higher education. Prior to the late 

90s and early 2000s, other terms like “spiritual” or “holistic” were used to describe many of the 

same pedagogical approaches now denoted by “contemplative pedagogy.” 

In this chapter, I will conduct an extensive (traditional, not systematic) review of the 

scholarship on contemplative pedagogy in order to illustrate how the movement has developed 
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and grown over time. In its earliest stages, the movement was comprised of a small group of 

educators who had become frustrated and disillusioned (Langer, Palmer, O’Reilley) by the 

educational status quo. This frustration, though, was obviously shared by other educators 

because in the decades since those publications, there has been an explosion of articles, books, 

journals, associations, organizations, and conferences devoted exclusively to contemplative 

pedagogy in higher education. This literature review (in section 2.2) will serve to both illustrate 

the breadth of scholarship on contemplative pedagogy in higher education, as well as provide the 

reader with a more extensive understanding of what contemplative pedagogy is, does, and looks 

like in the classroom. 

Despite the eruption of scholarship on contemplative pedagogy in higher education in 

general, the corresponding literature within composition studies has been noticeably absent. 

Although a number of creative writers have written about the ways in which the writing process 

can be a deeply personal—even spiritual—act, very few educators have brought this concept into 

composition studies scholarship. Therefore, in section 2.3 I will briefly review the limited 

scholarship on spiritual, holistic, and contemplative practices within composition studies in order 

to show that more research is needed in this area. My primary argument in this chapter, then, is 

that there is a gap in the scholarship, namely, a failure to bring contemplative pedagogy and 

composition studies into conversation with one another. I highlight this gap not only to make 

space for the work I do in this dissertation, but also to begin indicating why composition studies 

has failed to bring contemplative practice into the broader conversation about writing instruction. 

Although I elaborate on the potential reasons for this disconnect in Chapter 3, I begin to lay the 

groundwork for that exploration at the end of this chapter. Specifically, I take notice of the 

reasons why scholars suggest the implementation of contemplative activities in the writing class. 
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While a number of scholars speak in general terms about the ways that contemplative practice 

can help unlock creativity, only a handful of scholars make more explicit connections to the 

benefits contemplative practice can offer cognitive processing. This second area of scholarship is 

most relevant to the focus of this dissertation. As I will discuss in Chapter 3, one of the reasons 

composition studies has failed to engage more substantially with contemplative pedagogy is 

because of the field’s general failure to recognize the potential cognitive benefits of doing so—

especially as those cognitive benefits relate to the writing process. Thus, this chapter serves as a 

segue to the argument I make in Chapters 3 and 4: contemplative practice can facilitate the 

cognitive processing responsible for the production of text. 

2.2 Contemplative Pedagogy: A Growing Movement 

The Roots of the Movement 

Although it is difficult to pinpoint the exact beginning of the contemplative education 

movement, especially since the ideas that eventually formed the movement have been invoked 

by many teachers throughout history, some consider the beginning of the movement to have 

taken place in 1974 when Naropa University first opened its doors. Naropa University, “a 

Buddhist-inspired, student-centered liberal arts university in Boulder, Colorado,” refers to itself 

as, “A recognized leader in contemplative education, [whose] undergraduate and graduate 

programs emphasize professional and personal growth, intellectual development, and 

contemplative practice” (“About Naropa”). Although Naropa has undoubtedly been a very 

influential forerunner in contemplative education at the university level, the movement didn’t 

really pick up steam until the 1990s. It was at this point that authors like Ellen Langer, Parker 

Palmer, and Mary Rose O’Reilley first published books on the topics of mindful learning, 

holistic education, and spirituality in education, respectively. Although other authors had 
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published books on these topics, and related ones (e.g., John Miller’s The Contemplative 

Practitioner: Meditation in Education and the Workplace; James Moffett’s The Universal 

Schoolhouse), these books stand out because of the frequency with which they have been cited 

by contemporary contemplative pedagogues, and the frequency with which they are included in 

lists of “recommended reading” on contemplative education websites. 

Langer, a professor of psychology at Harvard, has conducted a number of studies on 

‘mindfulness theory,’ many of which she used to inform her book The Power of Mindful 

Learning (1997), which argues that mindfulness should be incorporated into learning because it 

improves the learning process. Langer says that “A mindful approach to any activity has three 

characteristics: the continuous creation of new categories; openness to new information; and an 

implicit awareness of more than one perspective” (4). She suggests that this approach is a better 

alternative than the current educational paradigm, which “stifle[s] our creativity, silence[s] our 

questions, and diminish[es] our self-esteem” (2). In his well-known book The Courage to Teach: 

Exploring the Inner Landscape of a Teacher’s Life (1998), Parker Palmer—an activist and 

educator at the college level—argues that teaching is not a task that should be taken lightly, but 

one that requires teachers to explore their “inner landscapes” and act with authenticity. He 

laments the current educational paradigm, which creates a sense of fragmentation and alienation 

for both students and teachers:  

The mode of knowing that dominates education creates disconnections between 

teachers, their subjects, and their students because it is rooted in fear. This mode 

called objectivism, portrays truth as something we can achieve only by 

disconnecting ourselves, physically and emotionally, from the thing we want to 

know… For objectivism, the subjective self is the enemy most to be feared—a 
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Pandora’s box of opinion, bias, and ignorance that will distort our knowledge 

once the lid flies open. We keep the lid shut by relying exclusively on reason and 

facts, logic and data that cannot be swayed by subjective desire (or so the theory 

goes). The role of the mind and the senses in this scheme is not to connect us to 

the world but to hold the world at bay, lest our knowledge of it be tainted. (51)  

As opposed to this “fearful way of knowing,” Palmer suggests that teachers and students 

embrace a paradox of knowing, which rejects an either/or (objectivism/subjectivism) approach to 

knowledge and instead argues for a both/and model. In her book Radical Presence: Teaching as 

Contemplative Practice (1998), Mary Rose O’Reilley—a poet and writing teacher at the college 

level—asks “what might happen if [teachers] try to frame the central questions of [their] 

discipline as spiritual questions, and try to deal with them in the light of [their] spiritual 

understanding” (2). She says that “some pedagogical practices crush the soul; most of us have 

suffered their bruising force. Others allow the spirit to come home: to self, to community, and to 

the revelations of reality” (3). It is this notion of the spirit ‘coming home’ that she calls “radical 

presence,” and she wants both students and teachers to engage in it in the classroom. 

Even though each of these authors call their practice of teaching and learning by a 

slightly different name, the practices they argue for all value: 1) the incorporation of many 

different perspectives, 2) an epistemology of wholeness, as opposed to one that fragments 

knowledge, and 3) the role of ‘the personal,’ or subjective, in the classroom. The approaches to 

learning and knowledge that these authors argued for, provided their readers with an alternative 

to the current educational paradigm. A paradigm that they saw as unimaginative, ineffective, and 

damaging to both teachers and students, alike. Although these three authors were not the only 

ones to take notice of and comment on some of the shortcomings of the current educational 
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system (see, for example, Steven Glazer’s The Heart of Learning: Spirituality in Higher 

Education), what they had to say seemed to resonate with many educators across the country. 

These authors had hit upon a tender nerve—a widely felt dissatisfaction with the educational 

status quo. In the almost two decades since the publication of Langer’s, Palmer’s, and 

O’Reilley’s books, there has been an explosion of articles, books, edited collections, special 

issues in journals, new journals, organizations, centers, research studies, and academic programs 

devoted to contemplative pedagogical concerns. In the next section I will briefly review these 

resources, and their contributions to the field of contemplative pedagogy. For the purposes of 

managing scope, the resources discussed will be limited to those applicable to students and 

teachers within higher education.4 I intend to show that, over time, the contemplative pedagogy 

movement has developed into an established entity within higher education, one that has a lot to 

offer composition pedagogy. Texts in this review have been arranged chronologically to show 

how the movement has developed and progressed over time.  

The Contemplative Pedagogy Movement: 1999-2014 

Although there appears to have been a brief pause in the publication of texts related to 

contemplative pedagogy after Glazer’s book was published in 1999, the overall momentum of 

the movement stayed strong with the founding of the Mindfulness in Education Network (MiEN) 

in 2001. MiEN was established by a group of educators who had been students of Buddhist 

monk Thích Nhất Hạnh and who “saw mindfulness as an antidote to the growing stress, conflict 

and confusion in educational settings as well as an invaluable gift to give students” (“About”). 

Then, in 2003, a number of scholarly articles on this subject began to pop up including Ed 

                                                           
4 There are a number of K-12 resources, as well. Some of those organizations include: The Center for Courage and 
Renewal, The Association for Mindfulness in Education, and Mindfulness Without Borders. Some books include: 
Everybody Present: Mindfulness in Education, The Way of Mindful Education, and the MindUp Curriculum. 
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Sarath’s “Meditation In Higher Education: The Next Wave?,” Arthur Zajonc’s “Spirituality in 

Higher Education: Overcoming the Divide,” and Alexander Astin’s “Why Spirituality Deserves a 

Central Place in Higher Education.” There were also a number of books and edited collections 

published directly on the tails of these articles that continued to help shape this growing 

movement. The first was a collection edited by John P. Miller called Holisitic Learning and 

Spirituality in Education: Breaking New Ground, written in 2005. Also in 2005, W. Chickering, 

Jon C. Dalton, and Liesa Stamm edited a collection titled Encouraging Authenticity and 

Spirituality in Higher Education. These articles and books gave voice to some of the early 

questions that began to shape and mold what would eventually become the field of contemplative 

education, even though these scholars never (or rarely) used the term “contemplative.”5 These 

questions included the following broad concerns: ‘What is this thing some are calling meditation 

or spirituality in education?’ ‘Why should this approach to education be considered as an 

alternative to other, more conventional, pedagogical approaches?’ ‘How does one bring 

spirituality and/or meditative practice into the classroom?’ 

Then, in 2006, Teachers College Record published a special issue called “Contemplative 

Practices and Education.” This issue featured articles by some of the biggest names in the 

growing contemplative education movement, including Mirabai Bush (current director of the 

Association for Contemplative Mind in Higher Education), Ed Sarath, and Arthur Zajonc. 

Zajonc’s article in this issue, “Love and Knowledge: Recovering the Heart of Learning Through 

Contemplation” begins to elucidate his conception of the relationship between contemplative 

practice and knowledge, which he calls an “epistemology of love,” and which will appear in 

many of his later publications as well (e.g., his book Meditation as Contemplative Inquiry). 

                                                           
5 A definition of this term, as well as “meditative” and “spiritual,” can be found in the glossary of key terms  
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Basically, an “epistemology of love” is a form of contemplative inquiry that—as opposed to the 

conventional form of inquiry, an “epistemology of separation”—posits that “truth” (veritas) can 

be gained by incorporating these features or stages into the inquiry process: respect, gentleness, 

intimacy, participation, vulnerability, and transformation (1747). Additionally, two articles of 

note appeared in 2007. “Contemplative Modes of Inquiry in Liberal Arts Education,” written by 

two professors at Naropa—Susan Burggraf and Peter Grossenbacher—provided an overview of 

contemplative methods being currently employed in higher education. “No Time to Think: 

Reflections on Information Technology and Contemplative Scholarship,” written by David 

Levy—Professor in the Information School at the University of Washington—asks, “How has it 

come to pass that technologies developed to make more time to think have seemingly had the 

opposite effect, and what does it mean for the academy” (238). He suggests that contemplative 

practices should be brought into university curricula as a way of dealing with the information 

overload that students experience, and in order to bring contemplation and reflection back to the 

process of conducting scholarship. It was with these publications (and others), that scholars and 

authors began to refer to this (up till then) amorphous entity as “contemplative education,” and 

began to more carefully flesh out the epistemological theory, as well as the practical applications, 

of the movement. 

2008—also an important year in the contemplative education movement—saw the 

creation of the Association for Contemplative Mind in Higher Education (an initiative of The 

Center for Contemplative Mind in Society). The Association for Contemplative Mind in Higher 

Education (ACMHE) is a: 

multidisciplinary academic association with an international membership of over 

650 educators, administrators, staff, students, researchers and other professionals 
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committed to the transformation of higher education through the recovery and 

development of the contemplative dimensions of teaching, learning and knowing. 

The ACMHE promotes the emergence of a broad culture of contemplation in the 

academy, connects a broad network of academic professionals with online 

resources, and stimulates scholarship and research concerning contemplative 

pedagogy, methodology and epistemology within and across disciplines. (“The 

Association…”)   

Earlier in that same year, Shauna L. Shapiro, Kirk Warren Brown, and John A. Astin prepared a 

report for The Center for Contemplative Mind in Society called “Toward the Integration of 

Meditation into Higher Education: A Review of Research,” which reviewed empirical evidence 

related to the use of meditation within higher education, and that was instrumental in the 

eventual development of the ACMHE.  

Beginning in 2008, new books were published each year on contemplative pedagogy. 

These volumes illustrate how individual scholars from a variety of disciplines began to explore 

how contemplative practices could be implemented in their classes. For example, in 2008, Sid 

Brown—professor of Asian Studies at Sewanee—published A Buddhist in the Classroom, in 

which she uses “Buddhist perspectives, practices, stories, and philosophy, [to] demonstrate how 

this centuries-old tradition can inform and enrich everyday classroom life” (Sewanee.edu). In 

2009, Laura Rendon—Professor of Higher Education at UT San Antonio—wrote Sentipensante 

(Sensing/Thinking) Pedagogy: Educating for Wholeness, Social Justice, and Liberation, which 

asks the question, “What is the experience of creating a teaching and learning dream (pedagogic 

vision) based on wholeness and consonance, respecting the harmonious rhythm between the 

outer experience of intellectualism and rational analysis and the inner dimension of insight, 



Chaterdon   46 
 

emotion, and awareness” (2). Parker Palmer and Arthur Zajonc reappeared on the scene in 2010 

with the publication of their co-authored book The Heart of Higher Education: A Call to 

Renewal. In this book, Palmer and Zajonc were animated by the question: “How can higher 

education become a more multidimensional enterprise, one that draws on the full range of human 

capacities for knowing, teaching, and learning; that bridges the gaps between the disciplines; that 

forges stronger links between knowing the world and living creatively in it, in solitude and 

community?” (2). The answer to this question is “integrative education;” a concept that Palmer 

and Zajonc spend the entire book explaining, but that (briefly stated) is their educational model, 

which “helps students pursue learning in more intentional, connected ways” (7). Also in 2010, a 

special issue of the journal New Directions for Community Colleges was published on 

contemplative teaching and learning. The issue was intended to act as a “source book for 

community college faculty, staff, and administrators interested in developing and fostering 

contemplative teaching and learning in the classroom and on the community college campus” 

(2). 

Another significant moment in the field came in 2011 when Alexander S. Astin, Helen S. 

Astin, and Jennifer A. Lindholm published Cultivating the Spirit: How College Can Enhance 

Students’ Inner Lives, which reported on and contextualized the seven-year study conducted by 

Astin and Astin at UCLA on “how students change during the college years and the role that 

college plays in facilitating the development of their spiritual qualities” (1). They undertook this 

study, which began in 2003, in order to identify ways that colleges might be able to help 

contribute to their students’ spiritual developmental processes. Their study revealed that although 

“students’ degree of religious engagement declines somewhat during college, their spirituality 

shows substantial growth” (10). This study is referenced by contemplative pedagogues 
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frequently, and has contributed greatly to the field. Also in 2011, the first in a growing line of 

edited collections on contemplative pedagogy was published by two professors of religious 

study, Judith Simmer-Brown and Fran Grace, called Meditation in the Classroom: 

Contemplative Pedagogy for Religious Studies. This book, “the first of its kind as a resource on 

meditation in the college classroom,” is comprised of reflections from a variety of professors 

who implement contemplative and meditative practices in their classrooms, and is useful for all 

professors interested in contemplative pedagogy, not just those who teach religious studies (xi).  

More recently, in 2013 and 2014, two more edited collections, a guidebook, and another 

special issue were all published on contemplative education. These edited collections and this 

book not only contribute to the field in a big way, but also illustrate that the field has reached a 

point where enough teachers are practicing and theorizing contemplative pedagogy for there to 

be a number of edited collections and guidebooks published on the topic. The first of these is Re-

Envisioning Higher Education: Embodied Pathways to Wisdom and Social Transformation 

edited by Jing Lin, Rebecca L. Oxford, and Edward J. Brantmeier. This book includes many 

articles from teachers who have implemented contemplative practices in their classrooms, with a 

special focus on social justice issues and social transformation (i.e. there is a significant service 

learning component in this book). Later in 2013, Daniel Barbezat and Mirabai Bush published 

Contemplative Practices in Higher Education: Powerful Methods to Transform Teaching and 

Learning, which provides a great deal of theoretical and practical information (including an 

extensive list of different contemplative practices instructors could implement in their classes) 

that would be extremely useful to a first-time contemplative pedagogue.  

Also in 2013, New Directions for Teaching and Learning put out a special issue on 

contemplative education, which included articles on contemplative science, contemplative law 
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education, contemplative action and performance, and an article by Arthur Zajonc titled, 

“Contemplative Pedagogy: A Quiet Revolution in Higher Education.” In this article, Zajonc 

provides both a definition of contemplative pedagogy and discusses the most common 

contemplative practices used in classrooms: mindfulness, concentration, open awareness, and 

sustaining contradictions. The newest edited collection on the topic, Contemplative Learning and 

Inquiry Across Disciplines, was published in 2014 by Olen Gunnlaughson, Edward W. Sarath, 

Charles Scott, and Heesoon Bai. Unique from other edited collections, this book is the first 

“peer-reviewed volume of current scholar-practitioners’ accounts of contemplative learning and 

inquiry” (3). Part IV is especially interesting because in it, the authors discuss what “the future 

evolution of the field [might] entail” (8). They suggest that, as the field continues to develop, 

contemplative pedagogues will further explore the notion of the “second-person or 

intersubjective realm.” They define this realm this way: “If, as is customary in contemplative 

education circles, conventional education might be viewed as third-person-oriented due to its 

exterior/objective emphasis, with contemplative practices bringing into the mix a first-person, 

interior/subjective dimension, the intersubjective domain deals with the second-person, 

interactive, relational experience and development” (9). Therefore, developing this realm, in 

relationship to education, would make room for less of an either/or relationship between 

conventional and contemplative education, and instead promulgate a more integrated approach. 

As the editors say, “It is one thing to engage in contemplative practice with the primary 

intentions of stress release and perhaps sharpening of cognitive faculties. It is quite another for 

contemplative instruction to be driven by a deeper non-dual relational understanding of learning 

and teaching” (9).  
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It is obvious from the increasing amount of scholarship on contemplative pedagogy that 

contemplative education is a rapidly growing sub-field within higher education, one that has 

been embraced by many different disciplines. Even though the contemplative education 

movement is still relatively young, it is possible to already see the ways that this movement has 

changed and developed since it began in the 1990s. For example, in the late 90s and early 2000s, 

many scholars within the movement seemed to be preoccupied with simply justifying why 

contemplative practices should even be considered suitable for implementation in higher 

education. Over time, though, the movement became more established, and scholars began to 

devote energy to developing practical definitions of contemplative pedagogy, and better 

explanations of how teachers might implement contemplative practices in their classrooms. 

Eventually, scholars were able to articulate the theoretical underpinnings of contemplative 

pedagogy, and then better map out its future trajectory. In short, what began largely as an ‘add 

and stir’ approach, has become a more strongly theorized movement—a movement that holds a 

lot of possibility for the instruction of writing.  

2.3 The Contemplative Movement Within Writing Studies and Composition Instruction 

In contrast to the proliferation of texts on contemplative pedagogy in higher education, 

very little has been published that explicitly links contemplative practice and the college writing 

classroom. What literature has been published doesn’t use the broader term “contemplative,” as 

much as “spiritual,” and rarely talks about writing at the college level6. For example, a number of 

books have been published over the past twenty years that talk about spirituality and the writing 

                                                           
6 One notable exception to this statement is Jacqueline Jones Royster and Gesa Kirsch’s chapter “Strategic 
Contemplation” from their book Rhetorical Practices: New Horizons for Rhetoric, Composition, and Literacy Studies. 
In this chapter, Royster and Kirsch “suggest that using a meditative/contemplative approach allows researchers to 
access another, often underutilized dimension of the research process” (84). However, because they talk about the 
concept of strategic contemplation in regard to research in general—and not teaching explicitly—I did not include 
this text in my literature review.   
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process, which are intended for an audience of creative writers. Three of these titles include 

Natalie Goldberg’s Writing Down the Bones: Freeing the Writer Within (1986), Julia Cameron’s 

The Artist’s Way: A Spiritual Path to Higher Creativity (1992), and Ray Bradbury’s Zen in the 

Art of Writing (1994)7. Although these books are wonderful resources for all writers—inside and 

outside of higher education—they are not specifically intended for composition instructors or 

their students. As such, they tend to address issues that are common to creative writers—

including how to overcome writer’s block, or how to deal with the debilitating effects of 

perfectionism—but that are perhaps not as germane to composition students. More to the point 

of this dissertation, only a few of the texts I will review in this section talk about how 

contemplative practice can be brought into the writing classroom in order to facilitate the 

cognitive functioning necessary for text production. Later in this dissertation, I will review 

research that illustrates the benefits of engaging in contemplative practice—cognitively 

speaking—in the writing class. In this section, though, I will simply show that there is a gap in 

the literature that discusses contemplative practice, or spirituality, and the composition 

classroom. In addition to a general paucity of literature in this area, I will also show that—of the 

literature that does exist—very little engages with issues of cognitive functioning, and therefore, 

fails to recognize one of the ways that contemplative practice can strengthen the practice of 

writing. Therefore, this section will be divided into two groups of literature: literature that deals 

with issues of contemplative practice (or spirituality) and the writing class, more broadly 

speaking, and literature that deals with it from the perspective of its potential to aid cognitive 

function related to writing.   

                                                           
7 More recently: The Soul Tells A Story: Engaging Creativity With Spirituality In The Writing Life (2005) by Vinita 
Hampton Wright, The Mindful Writer: Noble Truths of the Writing Life (2012) by Dinty Moore, and How the Light 
Gets In: Writing as a Spiritual Practice (2013) by Pat Schneider. 
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Contemplative Practice and the Expressivists 

Not surprisingly, many of the authors in this section fall into the expressivist camp within 

compositions studies. As James Berlin explains in Rhetoric and Reality, the expressivist camp is 

comprised of scholars who “all agree that writing is art and, as such, can be learned but not 

taught. All that the teacher can do is provide an environment in which the students can learn, 

relying on such activities as free writing, rewriting, journal writing, editorial groups, and the 

encouragement of the original metaphor” (152). For example, in 1973 expressivist Peter Elbow 

published Writing Without Teachers, which explains and promotes the practice of freewriting. 

Much of the advice he gives in Writing Without Teachers relies on the assumption that students 

already possess the knowledge they need to write well. The writing teacher’s role, then, is merely 

to guide students through exercises that can help them reveal to themselves the ideas and words 

needed. Berlin says this emphasis on revelation is a common thread in many expressivists’ work, 

including Donald Murray and Ken Macrorie: “For the expressionist, truth is always discovered 

within, through an internal glimpse, an examination on the private inner world” (145). Although 

there appears to be an implicit connection between the revelatory nature of these scholars’ 

suggestions and cognitive functioning (especially when these activities are understood as 

heuristics), Elbow and other expressivists rarely (if ever) made explicit connections between the 

use of contemplative practice in the writing class, and the benefits provided to cognitive 

functioning.  

Despite the strong momentum of the expressivist movement during the 60s and 70s, it 

wasn’t until the 90s that two edited collections—which discussed spiritual and holistic practices 

for the writing class—were published. Presence of Mind: Writing and the Domain Beyond the 

Cognitive (1994) and The Spiritual Side of Writing: Releasing the Learner’s Whole Potential 
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(1997) both included contributions from well-known expressivists such as Peter Elbow, Sondra 

Perl8, Kristie S. Fleckenstein, Nathaniel Teich, and Donald M. Murray. Although these texts 

were similar in terms of content and organization, they differed in the degree to which they 

engaged the concept of spirituality. As Richard Fulkerson explains in the review he wrote of both 

books, Presence of Mind is “traditionally expressivist,” while The Spiritual Side of Writing is 

“radically expressivist” in that “‘soul,’ ‘spirit,’ and ‘grace,’ [are] the central terms [of that book]” 

(102). Indeed while Presence of Mind includes chapters on the relatively tame topics of silence, 

imagery, emotions and the wisdom of the body, The Spiritual Side of Writing cover topics 

including spiritual empowerment, archetypal energy, and the collective unconscious. However, 

despite the fact that both books engage in important discussions of spiritual or contemplative 

practice in the composition classroom, neither engage in discussions of the cognitive effects of 

contemplative practice for the student writer. 

Contemplative Practice and the Cognitivists 

The authors in this section generally fall into the “cognitivist” camp of scholars in 

rhetoric and composition. Berlin says this school of thought is: 

distinguished by its assertion that the mind is composed of a set of structures that 

develop in chronological sequence. The most important of these structures are 

those that deal with the relationship of language and thought. In attempting to 

understand the nature of writing, it is necessary to know the nature of these 

structures, how they unfold in time, and how they are involved in the composing 

process. (159)  

                                                           
8 Sondra Perl’s 2004 book Felt Sense: Writing with the Body, although more frequently associated with ‘embodied 
writing’, is another text that discusses engaging students in contemplative practice in the writing class. 
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For example, in 1965, D. Gordon Rohman (an early cognitivist) wrote an article titled “Pre-

Writing: The Stage of Discovery in the Writing Process,” which suggested that writing teachers 

engage their students in a meditative practice—during the pre-writing stage—intended to “be a 

heuristic model, something which served to unlock discovery” (110). In many ways, the 

suggestions Rohman makes for the classroom are very similar to those that the expressivists 

made; however, Rohman—and the other scholars discussed in this section—more deeply 

theorize the cognitive components of engaging in contemplative practice in the writing class. 

James Moffett, for instance, published an article in 1982 titled “Writing, Inner Speech, and 

Meditation,” which discusses—in detail—the ways in which contemplative practice can help 

writing students direct and control their thought processes so that they are able to improve their 

writing. Moffett surmises that inner speech is the wellspring of writing, all writing (no matter 

how personal or impersonal). He explains that “we must understand ‘inner speech’ as referring to 

an uncertain level or stage of consciousness where material may not be so much verbalized as 

verbalizable, that is, at least potentially available to consciousness if some stimulus directs 

attention there” (231). If one understands writing, as Moffett does, as “hauling in a long line 

from the depths to find out what things are strung on it,” then the process of meditation he 

suggests allows for the “sustained attention to inner speech [that] reveals ideas one did not know 

one thought, unsuspected connections that illuminate both oneself and the outside objects of 

one's thought” (235). 

Many of the more recent articles that discuss the cognitive aspects of contemplative 

practice in the writing class are published in the Journal of the Assembly for Expanded 

Perspectives on Learning (JAEPL). JAEPL, started in 1995, continues to serve as an intellectual 

safe-space for the small group of composition scholars who have developed an interest in this 
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topic. Although many of the earlier articles published in this journal were “traditionally” 

expressivist, some recent issues have published articles that more explicitly argue for the 

implementation of contemplative practices in the writing classroom. For example, in the 2010-11 

issue, Julie Kearney wrote an article titled “Writing as an Altered State of Consciousness: 

Process, Pedagogy, and Spirituality,” which links spirituality to the pre-writing stage. In this 

article, Kearney argues that in order to write, one must first achieve an altered state of 

consciousness by “disrupting” their ordinary state of consciousness. This disruption can be 

achieved through a number of methods, including the rituals some writers must go through 

before they begin to write, as well as the activities some writers engage in to forget about or 

ignore their audience for a period of time (e.g., freewriting, associational writing, etc.). 

Two other JAEPL articles worth noting were published in the 2012-13 and 2013-14 

issues. The first was an article by Christy Wenger titled “Writing Yogis: Breathing Our Way to 

Mindfulness and Balance in Embodied Writing Pedagogy.” In this article, Wenger relates her 

experiences of using yoga in her writing classes to “argue that developing writers’ ‘emotional 

flexibility’ by teaching them to engage their feeling bodies through the practice of pranayama 

can not only enrich their felt experience of the writing process and the physical ease and comfort 

with which they write, but can also attune them to the materiality of knowledge making” (26). 

The second article, written by Ryan Crawford and Andreas Willhoff, is titled “Stillness in the 

Composition Classroom: Insight, Incubation, Improvisation, Flow, and Meditation.” This article 

is unique in that it is the only one I have come across that makes explicit connections between 

recent cognitive neuroscience data on the effects of meditation on the brain, and the process of 

writing. Similar to Moffett, the authors argue that motivation for writing, and the process of 
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writing in general, may improve among college writing students if teachers were to encourage 

students to meditate while writing.  

Although each of these texts has made important contributions to the scholarship on 

spirituality and contemplative practice in composition studies, their numbers are few and pale in 

comparison to the related scholarship on contemplative pedagogy in higher education overall. In 

1994, the editors of Beyond the Cognitive Domain claimed that this area of scholarship 

represented “the greatest need for growth in composition studies” (5). The paucity of scholarship 

on this topic implies that not enough scholars have heeded this call. Furthermore, despite the 

work done by Rohman, Moffett, Kearney, Wenger, Crawford, and Wilhoff, almost no 

scholarship has been conducted that takes advantage of recent research on contemplative practice 

to make an explicit link between cognition and contemplative practice in the writing class. 

2.4 Conclusion 

In this chapter, I have mapped the development of the contemplative pedagogy 

movement within higher education, illustrating how what was initially a handful of frustrated 

teachers has become a solidified movement identifiable by the explosion of scholarship, 

associations, and conferences on the topic. I have also shown how composition studies has failed 

to enter into the contemplative pedagogy conversation, and have begun to indicate one possible 

reason for this. This exploration into the reasons why composition studies has yet to embrace the 

contemplative pedagogy movement will be continued in Chapter 3. In that chapter, I will look 

more closely at the cognitivist school of thought in composition studies, and the reception that 

approach has received from composition studies, on the whole. By pursuing this line of inquiry, I 

intend to show that one of the reasons composition studies has been reticent to join the 

contemplative pedagogy conversation is because of the field’s rocky relationship with 
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cognitivism. The greatest common denominator between contemplative practice and composition 

studies is cognition, which is why I suggest that more dialogue between composition studies and 

cognitive science could support the implementation of contemplative practice in the writing 

education. 
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CHAPTER 3 

COGNITIVE PROCESS RESEARCH ON WRITING, THEN AND NOW:  

A REVIEW AND A REVISIONIST HISTORY 

 

3.1 Introduction  

This chapter represents a slight deviation from the previous two chapters. In Chapters 1 

and 2, I stated my intention to bring contemplative practice into the writing classroom, and then 

provided a literature review of the use of contemplative pedagogy in higher education in the US. 

In this chapter, I conduct an SLR on cognitivist-based research on writing at the college level, 

which allows me to make a stronger case for why contemplative practices have an important role 

to play in composition pedagogy. In Chapter 4, I will illustrate how the research on the cognitive 

processes responsible for the composition of text converges with recent findings from 

contemplative neuroscience, and what this convergence implies for the teaching of writing. 

I am not the first person to make a connection between cognitive writing theory and 

contemplative practice. James Moffett (an English teacher and practitioner of Buddhist 

mediation) also argued that the writing classroom was uniquely well-suited for the 

implementation of contemplative practice. His premise, and mine, posits that engaging students 

in meditation or other forms of contemplative practice during the writing process can help them 

to become better writers. Where we differ is in our reasoning as to why. Moffett’s primary 

reason for suggesting the use of meditation in the writing class is due to his belief that meditation 

could be revelatory in function, thereby making the writer aware of unconscious words and ideas 

that could improve the overall quality of the writing produced. While I also believe this can be a 

meditation outcome, I am more interested in using meditation to help writers manage or facilitate 

the various cognitive demands of a particular writing task.  
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Unfortunately, although Moffett suggested that meditation be used in the writing class as 

early as 1982 (as Rohman did in 1965), the field of composition studies never wholly embraced 

it. The reasons for this lack of engagement with contemplative practice are many and varied. One 

of these reasons—and, I would argue, one of the more significant ones—is that to this day there 

exists very little evidence—theoretical or empirical—on the benefits of doing so. In Chapters 3 

and 4, I will begin to address this gap. In conducting a review of the cognitive research linking 

writing with contemplative practice, I do not mean to imply that only scientific scholarship offers 

“real” evidence and that evidence based on personal experience or observation does not. Rather, 

I mean to document a body of research that has gone largely unrecognized by the discipline of 

composition studies, and in the process, contribute to the ongoing conversation about how to 

improve writing instruction. I am also aware, though, that the powers that be (e.g., policy 

makers, administrators, funding agencies) often tend to be most swayed by evidence of an 

empirical nature.  

The great irony in the argument I am making, though, is that, historically, compositionists 

have been no more convinced of the validity of cognitivist writing research than they have been 

by suggestions that they implement contemplative practice into their classes. However, as I will 

elucidate in this chapter, the reasons that composition studies has been so unimpressed and 

unsupportive of cognitivist research on writing (including the positivist nature of the research, 

and the apparent disregard of social influences on language, thought, and composition) were 

eventually addressed by cognitivist researchers in later revisions to the early cognitivist models. 

Most of the field has remained largely unaware of these revisions, unfortunately, because as I 

show, they threw the proverbial baby (cognitivist research) out with the bathwater (the problems 

and oversights of early cognitivist writing theory)—and never looked back. Therefore, while one 
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purpose of this chapter is to simply review cognitivist research on writing, the other is to offer a 

revisionist history of this research and the critique it has received in composition studies. 

Ultimately, my intention here is to make a space for my larger argument about contemplative 

practice, which I will address in Chapter 4. In that chapter, I intend to illustrate how 

implementing contemplative practices in the writing class can help writers better deal with the 

cognitive obstacles presented by the production of text. 

3.2 Early Cognitivism in Rhetoric and Composition 

The “cognitive view” of rhetoric—as Lester Faigley calls it—emerged as an area of 

interest and a research trajectory among composition scholars in the 1960s and 70s with the 

publication of studies by D. Gordon Rohman, Albert Wlecke, and Janet Emig. Rohman and 

Wlecke’s 1964 study, Pre-Writing: The Construction and Application of Models for Concept 

Formation in Writing, and Emig’s 1971 study, The Composing Processes of Twelfth Graders 

were two of the first works to explore the cognitive processes involved in the writing process. As 

Martin Nystrand notes, evidence of empirical research on writing instruction in North America 

emerged in articles in the English Journal as early as 1912. However, it wasn’t until the 60s and 

70s that empirical research became “supported by professional networks and support systems, 

including doctoral programs training writing researchers and over-seeing dissertation studies, as 

well as refereed research journals and professional organization special interest groups” (11 “The 

Social and Historical Context for Writing Research”). The instructional practices supported by 

cognitivist based research marked a deviation from the instructional practices common during 

the “current-traditional” stage in composition instruction, which prioritized product over process, 

and had been the dominant mode of writing instruction until the 1960s. Therefore, the research 
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conducted by Rohman, Wlecke, Emig (and others) provided empirical support for the process 

movement in rhetoric and composition.  

The major contribution of Rohman and Wlecke’s study centered on their proposed three 

stages in the writing process: “pre-writing, writing, and re-writing.” Although these stages 

emphasized the process involved in writing, they still presented a linear format. Despite this 

linearity, many writing instructors found the pre-writing activities suggested by Rohman and 

Wlecke, which included journal writing and meditation, useful pedagogical tools. As Faigley 

notes, Emig challenged the linear model of composing presented by Rohman and Wlecke, 

suggesting that the writing process was “recursive” in nature. Emig’s primary contribution to 

writing instruction was her suggestion that the composing process was more complex than 

previously thought, and that instructors should find new ways to intervene and assist students in 

all the stages of the writing process. As Lester Faigley observes in “Competing Theories of 

Process: A Critique and a Proposal,” Emig’s monograph was well-received because it brought a 

“science consciousness” to composition research (which served to help validate said research), 

and because it provided researchers with a new methodology and agenda for subsequent research 

(532).  

What Emig did not do for composition studies, Faigley argued, was provide the field with 

a cognitive theory of composing. Two researchers who developed a cognitive theory of 

composing were Linda Flower and John Hayes in their 1980 and 1981 texts "Identifying the 

Organization of Writing Processes" and "A Cognitive Process Theory of Writing,” respectively. 

The following image (fig. 3.1) is taken from the 1981 text and provides a pictorial representation 

of their model. 



Chaterdon   61 
 

 

Figure 3.1: Graphic representation of the writing model developed by Flower and Hayes in 1981, from page 370 of 

“A Cognitive Process Theory of Writing.” 

 

Basically, the 1980 Flower and Hayes model highlights three main components: the task 

environment, the writer’s long term memory, and the general cognitive writing processes. The 

task environment “includes all of those things outside the writer's skin, starting with the 

rhetorical problem or assignment and eventually including the growing text” (369). The writer’s 

long term memory is where the writer has stored knowledge of the topic, the audience, and 

various plans. Lastly, the writing processes themselves, include “planning,” “translating,” and 

“reviewing,” which are all under control of the “monitor,” an entity which “functions as a 

writing strategist which determines when the writer moves from one process to the next” (374). 

The main claims made by Flower and Hayes in this model were “that composing processes 

intermingle, that goals direct composing, and that experts compose differently from 

inexperienced writers” (533 Faigley).  
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The research and scholarship of Rohman, Wlecke, Emig, Flower, and Hayes (and others 

including James Moffett, James Britton, Janice Lauer, Andrea Lunsford, Nancy Sommers, 

Sondra Perl, Russell Durst, and Mike Rose) was not an ahistorical phenomenon of the field of 

rhetoric and composition, but was reflective of the larger “cognitive revolution” taking place in 

American society during the 50s and 60s. As Hayes notes, Flower and Hayes’ work was 

especially influenced by cognitive psychology and the work on protocol analysis by Herbert 

Simon. Faigley summarizes Simon’s work by explaining that “the key to understanding how 

people solve their problems is their ‘programmability’…the idea that thinking and language can 

be represented by computers underlies much research in cognitive science in several camps, 

including artificial intelligence, computational linguistics, and cognitive psychology” (533). This 

line of thinking represented a paradigm shift from behavioral psychology, which had only 

concerned itself with directly observable events. And although the cognitive sciences have gone 

through a number of developmental stages since this initial stage in the 50s and 60s, the period of 

cognitive science that is (most often) connoted by the use of the term “cognitivism” in rhetoric 

and composition, is this initial period.  

3.3 Throwing out the Baby with the Bathwater: The Effects of the ‘Social Turn’ on 

Cognitivism in Rhetoric and Composition 

Although initially well-received by many scholars in composition studies, cognitivist 

theory fell out of favor during the 1980s and 90s (and even occasionally the 70s), when some 

scholars in the field began to voice their concerns regarding cognitivist theories of writing. Ann 

Berthoff was perhaps the first rhetoric and composition scholar to do so in her 1971 article “The 

Problem of Problem Solving,” which was a direct response to Janice Lauer’s 1970 essay 

“Heuristics and Composition.” Berthoff mostly resisted Lauer’s suggestion that composition 
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instructors consider the work of cognitive psychologists (especially their work on inventional 

techniques) and use this work to inform their teaching practices. In her response, Berthoff found 

this suggestion to be akin to positivism. Over twenty years later, Patricia Bizzell made similar 

remarks about the work Flower and Hayes’ work in her article “Cognition, Convention, and 

Certainty: What We Need to Know About Writing” (as did James Berlin in “Rhetoric and 

Ideology in the Writing Class”). Like Berthoff, Bizzell found fault with cognitivist theories on 

writing because she thought these theories promoted a positivistic view of the writing process, in 

that the search for one model of the writing process represented an impossible “quest for 

certainty” (405). However, Bizzell focused on other issues with cognitivist writing theory, 

including its failure to recognize and address the dialectical nature of language and thought (a 

concern Berthoff also mentions in her 1980 article “Learning the Uses of Chaos”), and a failure 

to account for the necessity of knowing the conventions of a particular discourse community (a 

sentiment echoed by David Bartholomae in “Inventing the University”). 

Bizzell also pointed out that “This neglect of the role of knowledge in composing makes 

the Flower-Hayes theory particularly insensitive to the problems of poor writers” (400). Lastly, 

Faigley critiqued the cognitive view of writing. He inferred that Henry Giroux’s response to the 

cognitivist view “would fault the cognitive view for collapsing cultural issues under the label 

‘audience,’ which defined unproblematically, is reduced to the status of a variable in an 

equation” (534). Faigley meant that cognitivist models of writing have the tendency to “overlook 

difference in language use among students of different social classes, genders, and ethnic 

backgrounds” (534). Obviously, many of these scholars’ concerns revolved around the issue of 

difference; both individual differences and differences between discourse communities. 
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In addition to the concerns regarding knowledge and audience, some scholars have taken 

issue with the primary method (at least through the early 90s) used by those researching the 

cognitive processes of composition: the think-aloud protocol. The “concurrent” think-aloud 

protocol (the one favored by Flower and Hayes) requires participants to say out loud whatever i 

comes to mind as they engage in a specific task, like writing. The researchers then collect the 

verbal data and analyze it hoping to gain some insight into the cognitive processes involved in 

that particular task. In their article “Talking about Protocols,” Marilyn Cooper and Michael 

Holzman, critique the method used by Flower and Hayes for its lack of validity (are they actually 

gathering data on cognitive processes?) and reliability (is there enough consistency in the data 

they gather to make substantiated claims about the cognitive processes in writing?).  

Despite the diversity of their work and their opinions, Berthoff, Bizzell, Berlin, 

Bartholomae, and Faigley come from the same camp within composition studies; they are 

proponents of what Berlin calls “social-epistemic rhetoric.” Faigley explains the social view of 

writing as adherent to one central assumption:  

human language (including writing) can be understood only from the perspective 

of a society rather than a single individual…. It rejects the assumption that writing 

is the act of a private consciousness and that everything else—readers, subjects, 

and texts—is ‘out there’ in the world. The focus of a social view of writing, 

therefore, is not on how the social situation influences the individual, but on how 

the individual is a constituent of a culture. (535)   

Whereas the cognitivists were influenced by the theories of Herbert Simon, Jerome Bruner and 

Jean Piaget, many composition scholars during this period (often referred to as the “social turn”) 

were heavily influenced by the theories of Lev Vygotsky and Pierre Bourdieu. The theories of 
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learning predicated on the work of Vygotsky and Bourdieu hold that social interaction (dictated 

by societal power structures) precedes all development, even cognitive development. Basically, 

the objections these composition scholars make about cognitivist writing theories can be 

condensed into four primary concerns. These concerns are that cognitivist models of writing: 1) 

rely on positivism and promote empiricism (and questionable methods) in composition research 

and theory; 2) fail to account for the role of knowledge (especially knowledge of discourse 

community conventions) in the production of texts; 3) incorrectly and insensitively address the 

problems faced by poor writers; and 4) overlook differences in the language use of students from 

different socio-economic backgrounds.  

These are significant concerns, to be sure, and many of them accurately depict the major 

faults of early cognitivist writing theory. However, it has been noted that some of these 

criticisms of the cognitivist movement paint an unfair picture of cognitivist writing models. For 

example, Berlin’s “Rhetoric and Ideology in the Writing Class” is well-known for its (perhaps 

overly) harsh critique of the Flower and Hayes model. In this article, Berlin says: “This entire 

scheme [cognitivist writing research] can be seen as analogous to the instrumental method of the 

modern corporation, the place where members of the meritocratic middle class, the twenty 

percent or so of the work force of certified college graduates, make a handsome living managing 

a capitalist economy” (483). Although some criticisms by proponents of social epistemic rhetoric 

were undoubtedly founded, the result of this criticism seems unnecessarily severe in that it 

effectively caused the eradication of cognitivist research from the field.9 In 1996, Hayes 

explained the absurdity of this response:  

                                                           
9 With, perhaps, the one exception of the recent scholarship on ‘transfer of knowledge,’ which incorporates some 
research on metacognition in writing (see volume 26 of Composition Forum). 
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There is a fairly popular view in the field of literacy studies in the United States 

that social/cultural studies are ‘in’ and cognitive studies are ‘out.’ Many feel it is 

no longer appropriate to do cognitive analyses of writing. Comments such as 

‘We’ve done cognition’ are pronounced with a certain finality…. The real reason 

for the current rejection of cognitive methods is an unfortunate tendency to 

faddishness that has plagued English studies in the United States, the locus of 

much research on writing, though certainly not all or necessarily the best work. It 

is a sort of professional ‘7-year itch,’ a kind of collective attention deficit that has 

nothing to do with scientific progress. Just as we would think a carpenter foolish 

who said, ‘Now that I have discovered the hammer, I am never going to use my 

saw again’ so we should regard a literacy researcher who says, ‘Now that I have 

discovered social methods, I am never going to use cognitive ones again.’ Our 

research problems are difficult. We need all available tools, both social and 

cognitive. Let’s not hobble ourselves by following a misguided fad. (“A New 

Framework for Understanding Cognition and Affect in Writing” 12-13)  

The reality is that in the later 80s and 90s, many cognitivist researchers (like Hayes) continued to 

conduct studies and revise their earlier cognitivist models, and often these revisions addressed 

many of the concerns brought up by social-epistemic proponents. Composition Studies, though, 

seems to be largely unaware of this continued work and these revisions because as Hayes notes, 

cognitivist research went out of style. From this perspective, it would behoove scholars in the 

field of rhetoric and composition to revisit cognitivist research and theories on writing and to ask 

ourselves: have we thrown the baby out with the bathwater? Is there something we can gain—as 

educators and scholars—from a serious consideration of the research conducted within this area? 
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In the following section, then, I review more recent research on the cognitive processes of 

writing in order to show how cognitivist research has continued to evolve, and what these newer 

findings reveal.  

3.4 Cognitivist Writing Research in Educational Psychology: New Directions for 

Cognitive Theories on Writing 

As a result of the critique launched at cognitivist models of writing during the 1980s and 

early 90s, cognitivist research became almost passé in composition studies. However, scholars in 

the field of educational psychology (and a handful of scholars in composition studies) 

maintained an interest in it, and have continued to conduct research on the cognitive processes 

involved in writing. As these scholars—from in and outside of North America—have worked to 

revise earlier cognitivist writing models, they have attempted to address many issues brought up 

by scholars like Berthoff, Bizzell, Faigley, Berlin and Bazerman. As a result, these scholars 

developed more thorough and robust explanations of what happens, cognitively, when we write. 

By reviewing this research here, I will lay the groundwork for the argument I make in Chapter 

4—namely that some of the obstacles presented by the cognitive strain of the writing process can 

be ameliorated through the implementation of contemplative practice in the writing class. 

Much of this new research on writing was published in a handful of indispensable 

volumes during the late 80s, 90s, and early 2000s. The most extensive of these were: The 

Psychology of Written Composition (1987), The Science of Writing: Theories, Methods, 

Individual Differences, and Applications (1996), Through the Models of Writing (2001), 

Handbook of Writing Research (2006), and Instruction and Assessment for Struggling Writers 

(2009). In these publications, educational researchers presented both “complete” cognitive 

writing models (complete, in this context, means that the models attempted to explain all or most 
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of the writing processes involved in the production of text), as well as research on the individual 

processes and sub-processes involved in the production of text. In this section, I first briefly 

describe two of these—more influential—complete models, and then discuss some of the 

research on the specific cognitive processes involved in writing.  

Complete Models 

In general, cognitivist writing models have come a long way from the “pre-writing, 

writing, re-writing” stages-model developed by Rohman and Wlecke, and the “planning, 

translating, reviewing” process-model developed by Flower and Hayes. After the 1980 model 

developed by Flower and Hayes, the next complete writing model was developed by Carl 

Bereiter and Marlene Scardamalia in their 1987 book The Psychology of Written Composition. In 

this book, they assert that there are two primary strategies used by writers while composing: the 

“knowledge telling” strategy and the “knowledge transforming” strategy. The knowledge telling 

strategy relies on “natural human endowments of language competence and of skills learned 

through ordinary social experience,” while the knowledge transforming strategy “involves going 

beyond normal linguistic endowments in order to enable the individual to accomplish alone what 

is normally accomplished only through social interaction—namely, the reprocessing of 

knowledge” (5-6). Another way to think about Bereiter and Scaramalia’s model is that they have 

separated the writing process into strategies used by novices, and strategies used by experts. 

Although, they are careful to point out that their research has shown them that “novice 

competence tends to be highly organized and effective for coping with school tasks and not 

simply a downscale version of expert competence” (“Writing” 60). Therefore, they understand 

these two strategies to be positioned on a developmental continuum of expertise in writing, and 

that writing expertise can be fostered by a variety of intermediate strategies. This model was 
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significant because it was the first “developmental writing model,” and it encouraged researchers 

and instructors to think about learning how to write in terms of developmental strategies; thereby 

partially addressing some of the concerns (i.e., the concerns about poor writers) brought up by 

opponents to cognitivist writing theories. 

The other complete model came almost ten years later, in 1996, when Hayes published a 

revision of his and Flower’s 1980 writing model in a book chapter titled “A New Framework for 

Understanding Cognition and Affect in Writing” (from The Science of Writing). Hayes revised 

the 1980 model in order  to “provide a better description of current empirical findings…and one 

that can…be useful for interpreting a wider range of writing activities” (1). As illustrated in 

figure 3.2, the newer model is made up of 2 (instead of 3) main components: the task 

environment and the individual. The “task environment” is comprised of two smaller sub-

sections, “the social environment” and “the physical environment.” While “the social 

environment” is made up of factors like the audience and collaborators, “the physical 

environment” is made up of the text produced so far and the composing medium.  
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Figure 3.2: Graphical representation of the writing model developed by Hayes in 1996, from page 4 of “A New 

Framework for Understanding Cognition and Affect in Writing.” 

 

The second main component, “the individual,” is made up of four smaller sub-sections: 

motivation/affect, working memory, cognitive processes, and long-term memory. Although 

motivation, cognitive processes, and long-term memory appeared in the 1980 model, affect and 

working memory were new to the 1996 model, and represented a shift in the concerns of scholars 

conducting cognitive writing research. Each sub-section also contains additional factors that have 

become important areas of research, such as “phonological memory” and “visual/spatial 

sketchpad,” which come under “working memory.” Perhaps the most significant changes in the 

1996 model, though, come in the “cognitive processes” sub-section. In this section, as Hayes 

explains, “revision has been replaced by text interpretation; planning has been subsumed under 
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the more general category, reflection; translation has been subsumed under a more general text 

production process” (5).  

There are two primary reasons why this model is so significant to cognitivist research. 

First, as noted by Deborah McCutchen et al., it augments the 1980 model to include “additional 

affective and social components” (“Writing and Cognition: Implications of the Cognitive 

Architecture for Learning to Write and Writing to Learn” 554). By doing so, the 1996 model 

better addresses many of the original concerns brought up by critics from rhetoric and 

composition. Second, it incorporates some recent research done on the individual sub-processes 

of the writing process, like working memory, and shift the focus of cognitivist research toward 

these individual aspects. As noted by Denis Alamargot and Lucile Chanquoy:  

mainly descriptive and general at the beginning, [writing] models become more 

and more functional, often more local, and try to define exact sub-processes they 

comprise (for example, sub-processes of revising) and the relationships linking 

these elements. They also take more and more into account cognitive costs 

implied in managing such a complex activity, as well as the individual differences 

and developmental or environmental aspects. (Through the Models of Writing vii)  

Hayes’ 1996 model (as well as Bereiter and Scaramalia’s 1987 model), and the models that came 

after, represent this shift. David Galbraith and Mark Torrance call this a transition from 

“problem-solving” models to “text production” models (“Conceptual Processes in Writing: From 

Problem Solving to Text Production”). They explain this shift in metaphor as “a move towards a 

conception of writing…in which content is created as part of the process of producing text, rather 

than necessarily as part of a problem-solving process separate from the translation of thought 



Chaterdon   72 
 

into words” (1). In other words, the newer writing models pay more attention to how text is 

produced, cognitively speaking.  

Research on the Cognitive Processes Involved in the Production of Text 

In addition to these models, a great deal of valuable—and more recent—work has been 

done on the various cognitive processes involved in the production of text. As Anne Becker 

notes, the shift toward text-production models also brought about more interest in the cognitive 

aspects of writing: “no matter what terminology is used, during the 1990s cognitive strategies 

and working memory capacity became the central focus for analyzing how writing expertise 

develops” (“A Review of Writing Model Research Based on Cognitive Processes” 34). As new 

discoveries were made regarding the writing process, it became abundantly clear that the 

complex task of writing places many demands on cognitive processes and functioning. Many 

educational researchers began to focus their attention on cognitive processes like executive 

function, working memory, attention, self-efficacy and motivation in order to shed some more 

light on what exactly happens in the brain when we write. Due to the way these cognitive 

processes function, it would be difficult to discuss them individually; therefore, in the next two 

sections, I discuss executive function, working memory, and attention together, followed by a 

discussion of motivation, self-efficacy and self-regulation. This SLR provides an overview of 

some of the more significant findings—to the concerns of this dissertation—that have surfaced 

over the last twenty-five years.  

Executive Function, Working Memory & Attention 

Cognitive scientists, psychologists, and educational researchers—through extensive 

qualitative and neurological research on cognition—have come to the consensus that the brain 

employs a number of processes in order to (among other functions) reason, problem solve, 
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remember, retrieve memories, produce language, evaluate, and make decisions. Within the 

research on the cognitive processes responsible for text production, three primary cognitive 

processes have been identified as the most important: executive functioning, working memory, 

and attention. While the role that each of these processes plays is not yet fully understood, in the 

following paragraphs I review the extent research in order to synthesize what information is 

known, and what information is not known. 

Although most researchers are convinced that executive function plays an integral role in 

text production, executive function (EF) is one of the least well-researched cognitive processes, 

perhaps because of its diffuse and pervasive nature. As Adele Diamond explains, EF (also called 

executive control or cognitive control), is “a family of top-down mental processes needed when 

you have to concentrate and pay attention, when going on automatic or relying on instinct or 

intuition would be ill-advised, insufficient, or impossible” (“Executive Functions” 136). Leah 

Altemeier further explains EF’s supervisory and regulatory role in “Executive Functions for 

Reading and Writing in Typical Literacy Development and Dyslexia”:  

Executive functions are important in any problem-solving activity [including 

writing] that is not automatic because conscious, reflective problem solving 

requires inhibiting irrelevant or overlearned responses when generating response 

options, devising and applying strategies during planning, and maintaining these 

strategies and shifting them as needed when pursuing a goal. (588) 

In other words, EF’s supervisory and regulatory nature can be broken down into three core 

functions: inhibition and interference control (this includes selective attention), working 

memory, and cognitive flexibility (also called set shifting or mental flexibility, and closely linked 

to creativity) (Diamond). Aside from working memory (which will be discussed at length later in 
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this section), EF appears to be primarily responsible for managing attention within the task of 

writing. When one considers the deep concentration required to complete a complex writing task, 

it seems obvious that focusing attention is a large part of the writing process. It is also no 

surprise that some researchers (such as Thomas Quinlan et al. in “Coordinating the Cognitive 

Processes of Writing: The Role of the Monitor”) have made comparisons between EF and the 

role played by the “monitor” in the Flower and Hayes’ writing model. However, even though 

Quinlan et al. find some reasons to believe the monitor relies on EF, they find even more 

evidence to support the notion that the monitor relies very heavily on another cognitive process 

connected to writing, working memory.  

The role that memory, more specifically working memory (WM), plays in the writing 

process has, perhaps, received more attention than any of the other cognitive processes 

researched. Ronald T. Kellogg, a leading researcher on the role of WM in writing, describes it 

this way: “In writing, reading, and other cognitive tasks, working memory makes use of 

knowledge and experience stored in long-term memory. It serves both as a short-term store and 

as a limited capacity system for processing information in cognitive tasks, thus wedding theories 

of memory and attention” (“A Model of…” 57). Since the publication of psychologist Alan 

Baddeley’s ground-breaking book Working Memory (1987), writing researchers—like Hayes, 

who used Baddeley’s WM model to inform his own work—have maintained a constant interest 

in the overlapping processes of WM and attention. Baddeley’s model, influential to a number of 

writing researchers, described WM as necessary to a number of cognitive tasks, and as being 

comprised of three major components. These components are the “Central Executive,” and two 

“slave systems”: the “Articulatory Loop” and the “Visuo-Spatial Sketchpad.” Denis Alamargot 

and Lucile Chanquoy explain the purpose of Baddeley’s Central Executive (in their chapter 
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“Working Memory in Writing”) as “the most important system of Working Memory…[whose] 

functions essentially concern the spreading of attentional resources” (159). The two slave 

systems, on the other hand, operate under the Central Executive’s control to “store and 

manipulate acoustic and verbal equipment,” “contain linguistic information,” and “allow the 

short term storing of visual and spatial information” (159).  

In 1996, Kellogg published a new WM model in his chapter “A Model of Working 

Memory in Writing” from The Science of Writing. This model built on Baddeley’s work by 

attempting to more substantially explain the functioning of the components identified by 

Baddeley, as they relate to the writing process. Specifically, Kellogg examines the demands that 

the basic sub-processes of writing (planning, translating, programming, executing, reading, and 

editing) make on WM. He includes a helpful table in his article (table 3.1), which explains how 

many sub-processes use two or more components of Baddeley’s WM model simultaneously.  

 

Table 3.1: The WM resources used by the six basic writing processes, from page 63 of “A Model 

of Working Memory in Writing” 

 

While Baddeley’s research is significant because it identified the various components of WM, 

and the fact that it operates in a “limited capacity system,” Kellogg’s work is significant because 

he illustrates that the different writing sub-processes do not all place the same demands on WM 

as one another. For example, translating places more burden on the system than editing. 

Alamargot and Chanquoy synthesize this research by saying, “According to Kellogg, all the 

writing processes can function in parallel as long as processing limited capacities or available 



Chaterdon   76 
 

cognitive resources are not overloaded” (161). Taken together, Baddeley and Kellogg’s research 

shows just how great of a demand the writing places on WM; a cognitive process that has limited 

capacity to deal with such demands.  

After the development of these two models, a number of researchers began to conduct 

studies on the role of WM in writing that substantiated Baddeley’s and Kellogg’s claims. For 

example, in 1996, Deborah McCutchen conducted an extensive review of the literature in order 

to argue that the primary reason why inexperienced writers and children produce less well-

developed texts than experienced writers and adults is due to the constraints of the limited 

capacity system of WM (“A Capacity Theory of Writing: Working Memory in Composition”). 

Similarly, in 2003 N. Ann Chenoweth and John Hayes conducted research on “The Inner Voice 

in Writing,” in which they explored the impact of articulatory suppression on writing. In this 

study, articulatory suppression consisted of the participants being asked to repeat the word “tap” 

in-time with a metronome while producing text, thereby interfering with the articulatory 

rehearsal process, or what they called “the inner voice.” The inner voice, then, is the 

phenomenon in which writers “seem to speak the words [internally] that they intend to write” 

(99). Because it appeared that the inner voice must be connected to working memory in some 

way, they hypothesized that interfering with the inner voice would also interfere with working 

memory and, thereby, with text production. The findings of this study revealed that articulatory 

suppression did in fact “slow the rate of text production by about 21%” (110). These findings 

implied that inner voice (and therefore working memory) play an important role in the writing 

process, particularly, “it plays a role in the translation process that converts ideas into language” 

(116). Also significant, this study suggested that interferences like “others speaking or song 

lyrics will make writing more difficult” (116).  
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Other researchers conducted studies with the intention of discovering ways to lessen the 

demands placed on WM during the writing process. For example, Kitty Klein and Adriel Boals 

conducted a study, published in 2001, which explored the impact of the removal of “irrelevant 

distractors” (in this case, stressful events) on WM’s capacity (“Expressive Writing Can Increase 

Working Memory Capacity”). As the authors explain, “The rationale for [their] research is that 

among the irrelevant demands that compete for resources are cognitions about ongoing stressful 

events and that expressive writing about these experiences reduces their draw on resources” 

(520). Kellogg and Alison Whiteford also suggest how to lessen the drain on cognitive resources 

in their 2009 article, “Training Advanced Skills: The Case for Deliberate Practice.” Their main 

argument in this article is that in order to become a skilled writer, certain parts of the writing 

process need to become automatic, and in order for this to happen, one needs to practice writing, 

a lot: “high degrees of practice are required for a skill to become relatively automatic and 

minimally effortful” (251). A number of other researchers, including Steven Graham and Karen 

R. Harris, have also concluded that mastery or automaticity of low-level transcription skills (like 

spelling or handwriting) can improve overall writing ability (“The Role of Self-Regulation and 

Transcription Skills in Writing and Writing Development”). The reasoning behind this 

phenomenon suggests that the automaticity of certain components of the writing process (e.g. 

transcription) reduces the total demand placed on WM, thereby ‘freeing-up’ the writer’s mind to 

focus on more complex components of the writing process (e.g. translation). As Kellogg says: 

“The writer cannot be mindful of the whole while struggling with the parts” (255). Still other 

researchers make different suggestions for reducing the load placed on WM. Thomas Quinlan et 

al. suggest that the best way to do this is to defer editing a draft until after the text is transcribed. 

This is very similar to the approach proposed by Peter Elbow in Writing Without Teachers, 
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which advocates for “fluent, unfettered drafting, followed by extensive revising and editing,” in 

order to “mitigate the need for frequent shifts between producing and evaluating…” and to 

“…effectively channel limited cognitive resources” (363). 

No matter what approach one takes to reducing the cognitive load of writing, it is widely 

accepted by cognitive and educational researchers that “advanced written composition is a 

massive challenge to human cognition” (Kellogg 254). Much of the recent research on executive 

function, attention, and working memory substantiates this claim. Mark Torrance and David 

Galbraith, for instance, discuss the capacity limitations of the brain in their chapter “The 

Processing Demands of Writing.” Due to the “structural features of the writer’s mind,” Torrance 

and Galbraith explain, “these processing limitations are inescapable and are therefore implicated 

in all theories that seek to explain text production in humans” (68). Torrance and Galbraith go on 

to say that developing “writing maturity” is, in large part, a matter of learning how to best 

“minimize concurrent demands on the writer’s cognitive resources” (74). Interestingly, they also 

say that although there are a number of strategies a writer can engage in to help manage limited 

cognitive resources (i.e. preplanning, making notes, rough drafting, etc.), writers must come to 

terms—motivationally speaking—with the fact that “writing will always be a struggle to 

reconcile competing demands” (78). Like EF, attention, and WM, motivation also plays a central 

role in the writing process. 

Motivation, Self-Efficacy & Self-Regulation 

Although motivation was long disregarded by researchers exploring the cognitive 

processes involved in writing (because of the distinction made between affective and cognitive 

factors), recently, cognitivist writing researchers have begun to more seriously consider the 

implications of (intrinsic) motivation on the writing process. In their chapter “Motivation and 
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Writing,” Suzanne Hidi and Pietro Boscolo note that interest in motivational research increased 

in the late 1980s when researchers “demonstrated that writing is a complex activity involving not 

only cognitive and metacognitive processes but also affective components” (144). Indeed, taking 

into account the above research on cognitive processes, it is, perhaps, little surprise that the 

writing task, as Hidi and Boscolo claim, can be largely considered a “motivational problem.” In 

their efforts to understand the motivational problems of writing, researchers have focused on two 

theoretical perspectives: self-efficacy and self-regulation.  

 Hidi and Boscolo define “self-efficacy” as, “a cognitive construct that represents 

individuals’ beliefs and personal judgements about their ability to perform at a certain level and 

effects choice of activities, effort, and performance” (148). In relationship to writing, this 

translates as “individuals’ perceptions of their ability to produce certain types of texts” (149). 

Many studies have found positive associations between self-efficacy for writing and writing 

outcomes (149). Frank Pajares and Gio Valiante explain this phenomenon in their article “Self-

Efficacy Beliefs and Motivation in Writing Development”: “From [the] social cognitive 

perspective, self-efficacy beliefs provide the foundation for academic motivation and successful 

accomplishment, because when students believe that their actions can produce the outcomes they 

desire, they have the incentive to act and persevere in the face of difficulties” (159). One way 

that researchers suggest instructors foster a sense of self-efficacy in their students is to use self-

regulated learning strategies. As Pajares and Valiante aptly state:  

Self-efficacy and self-regulation are kissing cousins, and one cannot easily be 

developed without the other. When students learn appropriate methods with 

which to regulate their own learning, these metacognitive skills help them to 
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monitor their understanding, self-evaluate their strengths and weaknesses, engage 

self-corrective actions, and make appropriate choices. (167) 

 A leading researcher on self-regulated learning, Barry Zimmerman—with co-author 

Rafael Risemberg—describes the “self-regulation of writing” as “self-initiated thoughts, 

feelings, and actions that writers use to attain various literary goals, including improving their 

writing skills as well as enhancing the quality of the text they create” (“Becoming a Self-

regulated Writer: A Social-Cognitive Perspective” 76). Zimmerman and Risemberg divide the 

strategies used by self-regulated writers into three basic categories: environmental processes, 

behavioral processes, and personal processes. The authors explain that “Environmental processes 

refer to writers’ self-regulation of the physical or social setting in which they write, 

behavioral processes pertain to writers’ self-regulation of overt motoric activities associated with 

writing, and personal processes involve writers’ self-regulation of cognitive beliefs and affective 

states associated with writing” (77). Ideally, self-regulated writers would use all three forms of 

self-regulation in conjunction with each other. Hence, Zimmerman argues that writers must 

remain sensitive to changes and variations in their environmental, behavioral and internal states 

while writing, in order to determine how self-regulation affects writing outcomes. 

A number of researchers have seen positive results from the use of self-regulated 

instruction with students with learning disabilities. Of particular interest, here, is the work that 

has been done in relationship to students with ADHD. For example, in 2008, Torri Ortiz 

Lienemann and Robert Reid published a study that link self-regulation to improved writing 

ability in students with ADHD (“Using Self-Regulated Strategy Development to Improve 

Expository Writing with Students with Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder”). Ortiz 

Lienemann and Reid provide several reasons why self-regulated strategy development (SRSD) is 
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promising for students who struggle with writing and ADHD. In addition to having proven 

positive effects for children with learning disabilities (there is considerable overlap between LD 

and ADHD), and helping children who struggle with self-regulation (as students with ADHD 

often do), SRSD is also helpful because of the common occurrence of WM deficits in students 

with ADHD. As the authors explain, SRSD “reduces demands on working memory by 

presenting instruction in small steps, teaching strategies to achieve automaticity, and providing 

systematic scaffolded practice” (471). Therefore, in addition to the suggestions reviewed in the 

previous section regarding WM, these findings indicate that SRSD may also be helpful in the 

alleviation of constraints on WM.  

To summarize, there have been a number of developments in research on the cognitive 

and cognitive/affective writing processes over the last twenty-five years. First, the mechanics and 

importance of executive function, working memory, motivation and self-efficacy to the writing 

process have been repeatedly explored and established. Second, researchers have come to 

understand that the task of writing is extremely complex and it places a very heavy cognitive 

load on a limited capacity system. Third, researchers appear to agree that the best way to 

improve writing ability—by making it more efficient—is to find a way to reduce the cognitive 

load inherent in the writing task. Of course, how writers and instructors of writing should go 

about reducing this load varies depending on the researcher. Some researchers have suggested 

that writers can reduce the load placed on WM by more regularly engaging in expressive writing 

(Klein and Boals). Others say that cognitive load, particularly for the translator, can be reduced 

by making certain sub-processes, like transcription, automatic (Kellogg, Whiteford, McCutchen, 

Graham, Harris). Still others suggest that lessening the load is a matter of focusing attention on 

translation in order to temporarily silence or ignore ‘the editor’ (Quinlan). Finally, some 
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researchers argue that it all comes down to a matter of self-efficacy and self-regulated learning 

strategies (Hidi, Pietro, Pajares, Valiante, Zimmerman, Risemberg). No matter the answer, the 

question for these researchers remains the same: what are the cognitive processes involved in the 

production of text, and how can we best facilitate the functioning of these processes so that we 

can become more efficient and stronger writers?  

3.5 Conclusion: Missed Connections 

After a close analysis of early research, this chapter reveals that—in general—

composition studies hasn’t given cognitivist writing research a fair shake. Although initially well 

received, the ‘social turn’ discredited and effectively eradicated cognitivist research projects 

within the field. As a result, many compositionists remain unaware that cognitivist writing 

research has persevered in other fields (mainly educational psychology and cognitive science) 

and that these scholars have developed exciting new theories, many of which, address the 

concerns voiced by the early cognitivist critics. Unfortunately, this oversight has limited our 

ability as a field to make possible connections and convergences with other disciplines, 

especially those that are informed by cognitive research.  

In the next chapter, I illustrate how this recent cognitivist writing research—especially 

the research on executive function, working memory, attention, self-efficacy, and motivation—

does in fact converge with the research in another discipline: contemplative neuroscience. By 

illustrating the convergences between these two distinct research areas, I hope to answer the 

question posed at the end of the previous section: how can we best facilitate the functioning of 

these cognitive processes so that we—and our students—can become better writers.  
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CHAPTER 4 

CONTEMPLATIVE NEUROSCIENCE AND THE TEACHING OF WRITING: 

MEDITATION AS MENTAL TRAINING 

 

4.1  Introduction  

In the last chapter, I reviewed research on cognition and writing in order to identify some 

of the more recent findings regarding the cognitive processes at work during the writing process. 

These findings illustrate that one of the primary reasons writing is such a difficult task is because 

of its heavy cognitive load. In this chapter, I will conduct an SLR on research from the field of 

contemplative neuroscience, which speaks to this precise issue. Specifically, contemplative 

neuroscience research suggests that the cognitive processes described in Chapter 3 (executive 

function, working memory, attention, motivation and self-efficacy) can be supported and 

strengthened by contemplative practice. This is significant to cognitive writing research because 

it suggests that contemplative practice may ameliorate the strain on cognition caused by the 

process of writing. In fact, research suggests that the use of contemplative practice within an 

educational context can be understood as a type of “cognitive training.” In other words, 

systematic contemplative practice can improve cognitive functioning, thereby making it easier to 

understand, retain, and engage with course content. This same research also indicates that 

engaging in contemplative-cognitive training may be helpful for preparing learners for a variety 

of learning contexts, especially in comparison to other forms of (more specific skill-related) 

instruction. This is relevant for recent conversations about transfer of knowledge in the 

composition classroom, which prioritize the student’s ability to take what they learn in the 

writing class and apply it to other contexts. In general, contemplative neuroscience offers 
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valuable insights into the ways that cognition affects learning, as well as shedding light on ways 

that teachers can help students improve their writing process. 

Before I begin illustrating the relationship between contemplative neuroscience and 

composition studies, though, it is perhaps important to provide a brief overview and background 

of contemplative neuroscience. The term “contemplative science” is a relatively new term, most 

commonly credited to Allan Wallace and his 2007 book Contemplative Science: Where 

Buddhism and Neuroscience Converge, but perhaps better explained by Robert Roeser and Philip 

Zelazo in their 2012 article “Contemplative Science, Education and Child Development: 

Introduction to the Special Section”:  

Contemplative science is a transdisciplinary project aimed at understanding the 

effects of various kinds of mental and physical training (such as mindfulness 

meditation and tai chi) on the body, brain, and mind at different stages of the 

lifespan. As such, the goals of contemplative science are to create new knowledge 

regarding human plasticity and to generate new forms of human services that 

optimize development. (143) 

Contemplative neuroscience, then, is the subset of studies that deal specifically with the effects 

of contemplative practice on the brain and cognition. Although the term contemplative 

neuroscience is fairly new, the neuroscientific study of contemplative practices—as noted by B. 

Rael Cahn and John Polich—has been conducted for almost fifty years (“Meditation States and 

Traits: EEG, ERP, and Neuroimaging Studies” 180). Of course, the methods of data collection in 

these studies has changed over time, as the technology itself has advanced. While 

electroencephalograms (EEG) were the modus operandi during the 50s-80s, since the 90s, 

functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) has become increasingly popular in 
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contemplative neuroscience studies. The primary difference between these two technologies is 

that EEGs measure electrical activity in the brain (brain waves) through sensors placed on the 

scalp, and fMRIs measures blood flow to different regions through the use of brain scans. In 

other words, the technologies measure different things—brain waves vs. changes in blood flow, 

or metabolic changes—but they both allow the researcher to detect when a change has occurred 

in response to a particular stimulus. 

Even though some EEG studies of contemplative neuroscience date back to the 50s, up 

until recently, most of the studies conducted on meditation have investigated the clinical (health 

and psychological) benefits of meditative practices, as opposed to the effects on cognitive 

functions. For example, a number of clinical trials have proven that meditation can help alleviate 

symptoms associated with cardiovascular health problems, cancer, chronic pain disorders, sleep 

disorders, anxiety disorders, substance abuse problems, and psychological trauma, just to name a 

few (Kabat Zinn 1985; 1992; Horowitz 2010). In addition to helping people with illnesses, a 

large number of studies have also linked meditation to stress management. In fact, due to the 

work of Jon Kabat Zinn and the development of his Mindfulness Based Stress Reduction 

(MBSR) program, stress management is one of the most well-known benefits of meditation. 

However, over time, researchers have become increasingly interested in the cognitive correlates 

of meditation. In particular, many researchers have explored the ways in which various forms of 

meditation affect executive function or cognitive control, self-regulation, attention, and working 

memory. In addition to noting changes in behavior and performance due to the practice of 

meditation, these researchers have also noted that meditation can actually change the structure of 

the brain (Lazar et al., 2005; Pagnoni and Cekic, 2007; Vestergaard- Poulsen et al., 2009). For 

example, Gularia et al. found that “the brain regions associated with attention, interoceptive and 
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somatosensory processing are thicker in meditators compared with controls and also that the 

regular practice of meditation may slow age-related cortical thinning” (462 “Effect of ‘SOHAM’ 

meditation on the human brain: An fMRI study”). Other studies have also shown that 

contemplative practice can result in increased gray matter density in the brain stem of long-term 

meditators (Lazar et al., 2005). These findings indicate that contemplative practice changes the 

brain at a very fundamental, structural level. 

Although all of this research falls under the umbrella of contemplative neuroscience, this 

chapter will focus on the studies that explore the effects of contemplative practice on the 

cognitive processes highlighted in the last chapter. One caveat to this research is that it remains 

very new and these studies have some limitations. The most notable of these limitations is that 

there may often be subtle differences between the control and experimental groups that take part 

in these studies, which could influence the data. In other words, there is no sure way to rule out 

the possibility that people who choose to engage in meditation don’t also have a greater ability to 

attend, or a greater working memory capacity, than those who choose not to engage in 

meditation. Some researchers have found a way around this conundrum by opting not to use 

experienced meditators in their experimental group, and instead briefly train their experimental 

group in a particular meditative practice directly prior to conducting their experiment. Even 

though this research is very new and has some inherent limitations, the data mined from these 

experiments has provided some significant and valuable insights into how cognitive processes 

function within the brain, and on the brain’s ability to change—at the neuronal level—as a result 

of external stimuli. This quickly growing body of research should not be neglected by educators 

because of its ‘newness,’ but embraced because of the great potential it holds to inform the 

practice of teaching. 
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Before conducting a review of this research in section 4.3, I will first review some of the 

research that supports the practice of using neuroscience to inform education, more broadly 

speaking. This research establishes a rationale for the concept of using meditation as a form of 

“mental training” within the teaching of writing. While this chapter will begin to elucidate the 

convergences between the research on cognition, writing, and contemplative neuroscience, 

Chapter 5 will more clearly illustrate how this convergence can inform specific teaching 

practices. In Chapter 5, I will describe various assignments and activities that draw on the 

research reviewed in Chapters 3 and 4, and which implement a number of contemplative 

practices.  

4.2  Cognitive Neuroscience, Plasticity & Mental Training Research in Education  

The research on contemplative neuroscience and education is not the only body of 

research to suggest that the brain can be changed as a result of external stimuli. In fact, since the 

70s and 80s, the field of cognitive science has come to fully embrace the idea that neuroplasticity 

is a fundamental property of the brain; which has replaced the earlier conception of the brain as 

largely static and immutable. Neuroplasticity, as defined by the Encyclopedia Britannica, is the 

“capacity of neurons and neural networks in the brain to change their connections and behavior 

in response to new information, sensory stimulation, development, damage, or dysfunction” 

(“Neuroplasticity”). Recently, educational researchers have begun to apply neuroscientific 

findings, like the property of neuroplasticity, to their research on learning and teaching. In this 

section, I will briefly review some of this research in order to provide support for the 

understandings that: 1) the brain can be trained, and 2) educational researchers are using this 

knowledge to inform their research and discover more effective ways of teaching. This section 
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will establish a rationale for the use of contemplative practice as a form of cognitive training in 

the next section.  

The idea of neuroplasticity, although still relatively new, has quickly developed traction 

with a broad audience through the creation of brain-training websites like Lumosity and Happify, 

as well as computer games like Brain Age. The researchers at Lumosity and Happify have 

developed a series of activities and games that participants take part in, in order to train their 

brains to develop certain skills or capacities, such as memory, attention, problem-solving, and—

in the case of Happify—happiness or emotional well-being. Before these websites were 

developed, though, educational researchers had already begun to apply the concept of brain-

training, via computer games, to education. For instance, in the early 90s, Paula Tallal and her 

colleagues at Rutgers and UCSF began collaborating to develop “a hierarchy of training 

exercises, ‘disguised’ as games,” which were intended to:  

(1) attempt to drive neural processing of rapidly successive acoustic stimuli to 

faster and faster rates; (2) attempt to improve foundational cognitive skills such as 

attention, memory, and sequencing; and (3) improve speech perception, 

phonological analysis and awareness, and language comprehension. [They] aimed 

to do this by providing intensive daily training exercises within various linguistic 

contexts. (“Fast ForWord®: The Birth of the Neurocognitive Training 

Revolution” 181) 

Early trials of this software at Rutgers “resulted in highly significant improvements in speech 

discrimination, language processing, and grammatical understanding” for both groups of 

participants, which included a group of children with language-learning impairments, and a 

group without known impairments (185). These positive findings allowed Tallal and her 
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colleagues to eventually market their series of computer/Internet based training programs under 

the trade name Fast ForWord® Language, which is currently used by 60,000 children “on any 

given school day” (175). One significant finding of Tallal et al.’s work, especially for this 

dissertation, is that the Fast ForWord® Language program not only improves skills that are 

explicitly trained by the software, but also “generalize[s] to related skills that were not directly 

trained” (188). This finding is significant because it implies that in addition to being taught how 

to perform better at a particular reading or writing task, cognitive training may also help students 

improve their ability at other tasks, as well. 

 In 2013, Beth A. Rogowsky and her colleagues in educational psychology conducted a 

study that evaluated the effectiveness of the Fast ForWord® software on college students’ 

reading and writing skills. The participants of this study consisted of two groups of students from 

the same university. The training (experimental) group was made up of students who 

“demonstrated poor writing skills,” while the comparison (control) group was made up of 

students who were randomly selected from the general college population. Over the course of 

eleven weeks, the training group received daily training with the Fast ForWord Literacy (FFW-

L) and upper levels of the Fast ForWord Reading series (Levels 3–5). At the end of the eleven 

weeks, both groups took a standardized reading and writing test, which showed that “the training 

group made a statistically greater improvement from Time 1 to Time 2 in both their reading 

skills and their writing skills than the comparison group” (“Neuroplasticity-based cognitive and 

linguistic skills training improves reading and writing skills in college students” 1). Significantly, 

although the training group had “statistically lower writing skills before training,” after the 

training, they “exceeded the writing skills of the comparison group” (1). Furthermore, as Tallal 

et al. noted in their research, Rogowsky notes that “the results of this study demonstrated that 
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training in basic cognitive, listening, and reading skills generalize to improved writing ability” 

(10). Rogowsky does explain, though, that the design of their study “did not allow us to 

distinguish which of the many skills included in the training led to these improvements in 

writing,” and that future research is needed to determine which cognitive, language and reading 

skills have the greatest impact on writing (10).  

 Aside from the research conducted on the Fast ForWord® software, educational 

researchers have explored the ways in which the brain can be trained, as well as the benefits 

cognitive training can provide in comparison to traditional instructional methods. For example, 

in “Exercising Your Brain: A Review of Human Brain Plasticity and Training-Induced 

Learning,” C. S. Green et al. lament the fact that “learning tends to be quite specific to the 

trained regimen and does not transfer to even qualitatively similar tasks” (692). Instead of 

perpetuating this learning paradigm, Green et al. suggest that educators (and here they are 

specifically talking about the education of adult learners) should adopt a “training-induced 

learning” model. The researchers argue that educators need to explore training-induced learning 

because:  

Although myriad examples of highly specific learning exist, only a handful of 

training paradigms have been established where learning seems more general. 

These learning paradigms are typically more complex than laboratory 

manipulations and correspond to real-life experiences, such as action video game 

training, musical training, or athletic training. (693)  

Green et al. surmise that the primary difference between these “natural training regimens” and 

other less authentic methods of training (e.g., some of the regimens that have been specifically 

designed for the purpose of brain training) is that the natural training regimens are “exceedingly 
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complex and tap many systems in parallel” (696). Therefore, Green et al. suggest that educators 

develop training models that are based on the principles that govern video game experience, 

musical training, and athletic training (i.e. training that seeks to activate a number of cognitive 

systems like memory, attention, motor skills, etc.). These more complex training regimens, they 

posit, yield more generalizable and transferrable knowledge than training models that are overly 

task specific. 

 In general, there has been an influx of research over the past fifteen years that implies 

more cross-talk between the fields of neuroscience and education is necessary. For example, in 

“Applying Cognitive Neuroscience Research to Education: The Case of Literacy,” Tami Katzir 

et al. note that “cognitive neuroscience provides a window in real time to the brain’s structures 

and functions. Understanding the relationship between different brain structures and their 

functions can help scientists understand how these relate to learning and development” (54). 

Some educational researchers have even made explicit connections between the cognitive 

processes involved in the production of text and recent findings in cognitive neuroscience. For 

example, in their chapter “Building a Writing Brain Neurologically,” Virginia Berninger and 

Todd Richards argue that by drawing upon “available brain imaging and developmental 

research,” it is possible “to propose how a writing brain might be constructed from other brain 

systems,” and in general, gain useful information about what happens in the brain when we write 

(168).  

  Until now, brain training—within an educational context—has largely been implemented 

through the use of computer games. However, there is no reason why it could not also be 

conceptualized around a contemplative practice model. In fact, in the next section, I will review 

research that shows how contemplative practice does change the brain at a neural and functional 
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level, and can be understood as a form of brain training. Since ‘transfer of knowledge’ is a 

concept that seems to be of great concern within composition instruction right now, the fact that 

brain training can lead to greater knowledge generalizability and transferability may be reason 

enough for writing instructors to consider implementing a cognitive training approach in their 

classrooms.  

4.3  Contemplative Practice as a Means of Cognitive Training: Attention, Executive 

Function, Self-Regulation, & Memory 

In addition to the research that connects neuroscience and education, there is also a 

growing amount of research that connects contemplative neuroscience and education (Hart 2008; 

Roeser 2012; Waters 2014). The primary argument made in much of this scholarship is that 

contemplative practice works as a form of cognitive and affective training, and the skills or traits 

that it trains or enhances (e.g., executive function, attention, working memory capacity, 

motivation, empathy, compassion, etc.) directly facilitate the learning process. For example, as 

Davidson et al. explain in “Contemplative Practices and Mental Training: Prospects for 

American Education”:  

[There are] a set of mental skills and socioemotional dispositions that are central 

to the aims of education in the 21st century. These include self-regulatory skills 

associated with emotion and attention, self-representations, and prosocial 

dispositions such as empathy and compassion. It should be possible to strengthen 

these positive qualities and dispositions through systematic contemplative 

practices, which induce plastic changes in brain function and structure, supporting 

prosocial behavior and academic success in young people (146).   
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As noted by a number of contemplative pedagogues (see Chapter 2), one of the incentives for 

implementing contemplative practices in the classroom is that they help to bridge the emotional 

and cognitive aspects of learning. This body of research supports this claim.  

Heleen A. Slagter et al., in “Mental Training as a Tool in the Neuroscientific Study of 

Brain and Cognitive Plasticity,” also support the notion of using contemplative practice as a form 

of mental training by explaining how “systematic mental training, as cultivated by meditation, 

can induce learning that is not stimulus or task specific, but process specific” (1). What Slagter et 

al. mean by process specific learning is learning that does not “only improve performance on the 

trained task or tasks, but also transfers to new tasks and domains” (2). In other words, they 

reference and point to knowledge-transfer, an important concept within education right now. 

They argue that meditation can cultivate process specific learning for the same reason that 

meditation is believed to serve as a form of mental training. That is: because the brain is plastic, 

because meditation can change the brain’s structure and function, and because the skills trained 

by meditation are “core cognitive skills,” which are shared by many tasks and are considered 

amodal. They extend this claim by suggesting that their findings “provide initial support for the 

idea that systematic mental training of cognitive skills, as cultivated by meditation, can improve 

performance on external tasks that call upon the trained skills” (8). Although this research is 

useful to all educators, it may especially interest teachers of writing because of the process-

oriented instructional methods favored by most writing instructors.  

Aside from this research—which aims to prove that contemplative practices can be used 

as a form of mental training within schools and education programs—there is another body of 

research that explores the relationship between contemplative practice and specific cognitive 

processes. In order to support my claim that contemplative practices can be used as a form of 
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mental training during the writing process, this section will explore the literature linking 

contemplative practice to executive function, self-regulation, attention, and working memory. 

These, of course, are cognitive processes I have already identified as essential to the writing 

process in Chapter 3. Whenever discussing how the brain functions at a cognitive level, it is 

difficult to make clear distinctions between the various cognitive processes because they are so 

interconnected, however—for the sake of this systematic literature review—I will address the 

research on these cognitive processes in the following order: 1) executive function and self-

regulation, 2) attention, and 3) working memory.  

Executive Function & Self-Regulation 

Although executive function (EF) is frequently used as an umbrella term that 

encompasses all of the other cognitive processes—indeed, it does play a role in many of these 

processes—the defining characteristic of EF is as a monitoring and management system; in other 

words, cognitive control. Because EF has such a large responsibility, it is not surprising that 

researchers (e.g., Davidson and Zeidan) have noted that EF skills “degrade easily and are 

depletable” (Davidson 149). Furthermore, as Yi-Yuan Tang explains, deficits in components of 

EF can have “a host of negative outcomes across the lifespan, including behavior problems, 

aggression, antisocial behavior, inattention, attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), 

problems with peers, school failure, depression, and substance abuse during childhood and 

adolescence” (“Improving Executive Function and Its Neurobiological Mechanisms Through a 

Mindfulness-Based Intervention: Advances Within the Field of Developmental Neuroscience” 

361). On the other hand, “higher levels of these EF components have been associated with 

positive developmental outcomes, including improved ‘on-task’ behavior, better perspective-

taking skills, and greater self-efficacy, mastery, self-esteem, professional attainment, and 
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relationship success, as well as positive social, emotional, behavioral, economic, and physical 

health outcomes” (362). Fortunately, many researchers in contemplative neuroscience have been 

able to discover positive correlates between meditative practices and EF that can serve educators, 

especially instructors of writing. 

Yi-Yuan Tang et al., for example, review research in “Improving Executive Function and 

Its Neurobiological Mechanisms Through a Mindfulness-Based Intervention: Advances Within 

the Field of Developmental Neuroscience,” which indicates that the practice of Integrative Body-

Mind Training (IBMT) is associated with improvements in EF. Although a number of studies 

corroborate Tang et al.’s findings (e.g., Wenk-Sormaz, 2005; Bowen et al., 2006; Moore and 

Malinowski, 2009; Chiesa and Malinowski, 2011), Rimma Teper and Michael Inzlicht point out 

that these studies never sufficiently explain why this is the case (“Meditation, mindfulness and 

executive control: the importance of emotional acceptance and brain-based performance 

monitoring”). Therefore, in their study, Teper and Inzlicht attempt to ascertain the precise 

mechanisms underlying this connection. Specifically, they were interested in determining 

whether meditation increases executive control because of improved attention or because of 

improved motivational engagement. Their findings revealed that the relationship between 

meditation and EF “can be accounted for by an increase in the acceptance of emotional states, as 

well as the neural basis for performance monitoring. In other words, meditators may excel at 

executive control because of their ability to attend to the emotions associated with making 

errors” (90). This research suggests that the relationship between meditation and EF may not be 

purely cognitive in nature, but may also be heavily influenced by emotional factors. 

It should come as no surprise that EF is influenced by emotional factors when one 

considers the role EF plays in inhibition control. As Teper et al. explain, “executive control 
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allows people to overcome impulses and override automatic behavior. Also referred to as ‘self-

control’, this cornerstone ability is essential for things like intellectual performance (Schmeichel 

et al., 2003), impression management (Vohs et al., 2005) and even emotion regulation (Compton 

et al., 2008)” (85). As with other aspects of EF, a number of studies indicate that there is a strong 

link between meditation and improved inhibition control (Sahdra et al., 2011; Oberle et al., 

2012). For example, Malte Friese et al. discovered that a brief period of mindfulness meditation 

can “counteract the deleterious effect that the exertion of self-control has on subsequent self-

control performance” (“Mindfulness meditation counteracts self-control depletion” 1016). In 

other words, Friese et al. posit that “self-control in different domains relies on a common, limited 

resource,” and once these resources have been depleted by a task requiring the exertion of self-

control, there will be few resources left for a new task requiring self-control. They suggest that 

the reason meditation may be helpful in counteracting this depletion has to do with the increase 

in self-awareness that accompanies mindfulness meditation.  

Although self-control is important in its own right, it is also a key component of self-

regulated learning, which—as discussed in the last chapter—is very connected to motivation. 

Likewise, some studies show a correlation between contemplative practice and self-regulated 

learning and motivation. For example, Robert Roeser and Stephen Peck argue that the skills 

fostered by contemplative practice are:  

relevant to motivation and self-regulated learning because of the functions they 

serve, including (a) the conscious inhibition of undesirable but dominant (and 

activation of desirable but nondominant) response tendencies, (b) the conscious 

monitoring and updating of information during goal pursuit and learning, and (c) 

the conscious reflection on existing, and reconstruction and encoding of new, 
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representational content. (“An Education in Awareness: Self, Motivation, and 

Self-Regulated Learning in Contemplative Perspective” 128) 

In general, there are a number of studies that support the claim that contemplative practice aids 

EF—be it through increasing self-awareness or fostering motivation—and that EF is very 

important in the learning process. 

Attention 

Before discussing the connections between attention and contemplative practice at length, 

it is important to understand that almost all meditative practices can be categorized as either 

focused attention or open monitoring meditation. Kozasa et al. explain the difference between 

the two categories in this way:  

focused attention meditation (FA), which entails the voluntary focusing of 

attention on a chosen object, such as mindfulness of breathing and mantra 

meditation; and, open monitoring meditation (OM), which involves non-reactive 

monitoring of the content of experience from moment to moment such as “zazen”, 

the Zen traditional sitting meditation. FA and OM are often combined, whether 

within a single session or over the course of a practitioner's training (Lutz et al., 

2008). Regular meditators usually have different levels of expertise in both 

categories. (746 “Meditation training increases brain efficiency in an attention 

task”) 

In this sense, meditation is always an activity that trains attention. This is undoubtedly why there 

is so much research that discusses the effects of meditation on attention. I will discuss just a few 

of these studies in order to overview some of the more significant findings.  
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One of the most salient findings of recent research on attention, which has been 

substantiated by a number of studies, is that experienced meditators not only tend to develop a 

greater ability to focus and maintain attention, but that they also activate fewer of the brain 

regions associated with attention when engaged in an attentional task, as compared to non-

meditators (Brefczynski-Lewis et al., 2007; Jha, A.P., Krompinger, 2007; Lutz et al., 2009; 

MacLean, K.A., 2010). Antoine Lutz et al., explain this phenomena by saying that, initially, the 

meditator’s brain must engage a number of different neural systems—associated with attention—

to maintain attention on a given task, such as noticing the breath (“Attention Regulation and 

Monitoring in Meditation”). However, over time, as the meditator becomes more practiced at her 

art, she requires less cognitive effort to focus and sustain attention, “resulting in a form of 

effortless concentration” (164). Other researchers, such as Elisa H. Kozasa et al., have conducted 

similar studies, which corroborate and expand on these findings. In addition to linking 

experience in meditation with decreased effort in focusing attention, Kozasa et al.’s research 

indicates “that this ability can also be generalized for attention tasks outside formal meditation 

practice. If this is the case, meditation can have sustainable effects in brain circuitry and 

behaviour related to attention abilities” (“Meditation training increases brain efficiency in an 

attention task” 749). In other words, Kozasa’s findings indicate that practicing meditation can, 

over time, change the neural substrates of the brain and allow for more ease in focusing and 

maintaining attention, in general.  

One important element in this body of research is that most of these studies were 

conducted with “experienced” meditators, that is, meditators who have practiced for months or 

years, not novice meditators. There is a growing body of research, though, which does study the 

effects of short-term meditation practice on cognitive processes, like attention (Zeidan et al., 
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2010). For example, Yi-Yuan Tang et al. published an article titled “Short-term meditation 

training improves attention and self-regulation,” which found that “a group randomly assigned to 

5 days of meditation practice with the integrative body–mind training method show[ed] 

significantly better attention and control of stress than a similarly chosen control group given 

relaxation training” (17152). This study implies that even short-term experience with meditation 

could change neural networks, thereby having a lasting effect on one’s ability to attend. Other 

studies corroborate this claim by showing that practicing meditation can actually alter the 

‘baseline’ or ‘default’ mode of brain functioning (Lutz et al., 2009; Hasenkamp et al., 2012).  

Another interesting study on attention made a connection between one’s ability to 

visually perceive stimuli and their experience with meditation (“Attentional processes and 

meditation”). In their article, Holley S. Hodgins et al. first reviewed previous studies and data to 

show that 1) certain cognitive factors—like self-related beliefs or constructs—can directly affect 

how we perceive visual stimuli, and 2) meditation contributes to the “gradual de-construction” of 

self-related beliefs, which may affect perceptual bias. Their hypothesis, then, was that 

“meditation is associated with superior visual perception” (873). In order to test this hypothesis, 

the researchers used five separate measures of “perceptual attentional processing in adults who 

were regular meditators and in age-matched non-meditators,” including “change blindness, 

sustained inattentional blindness, visual concentration, perspective-shifting, and selective 

attention” (873-4). Their results showed “substantial support” for this hypothesis. Additionally, 

this study was unique because—unlike some other studies, which tested participants while they 

were meditating or immediately afterward—this study tested participants outside of the context 

of meditation, thereby “demonstrating that meditators’ better attentional processing [was] stable 

enough to manifest itself beyond the immediate practice context, or in other words, ‘off the 
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cushion’” (877). Along with the others reviewed in this section, this study illustrates that 

meditation—even short-term meditation—can have positive, lasting effects on the brains ability 

to attend, and these beneficial effects can transfer to other contexts in which a person needs to 

focus and maintain attention.  

Working Memory 

Although—up till now—attention has been the primary focus of much of the research on 

the effects of contemplative practice on the brain, researchers are now increasingly turning their 

sights toward working memory. This may, in part, be due to the fact that researchers have begun 

to better understand the interrelationship between attention and working memory (Awh et al., 

2006), and specifically between visuospatial attentional processing and spatial working memory 

(Awh and Jonides 2001; Jha, 2002; Smith and Ratcliffe, 2009). What these researchers have 

found is that visuospatial processing—as Baddeley surmised in his 1987 model of working 

memory—is intrinsically linked to working memory. As Amishi Jha explains, “Spatial working 

memory is a cognitive brain mechanism that enables the temporary maintenance and 

manipulation of spatial information. Recent neuroimaging and behavioral studies have led to the 

proposal that directed spatial attention is the mechanism by which location information is 

maintained in spatial working memory” (“Tracking the time-course of attentional involvement in 

spatial working memory: an event-related potential investigation” 61). In other words, 

visuospatial processing links attentional processes to working memory. Therefore, many of these 

studies suggest that improving one’s ability to attend, may also improve their capacity for 

working memory. For example, Smith and Ratcliffe note that “attention increases the efficiency 

of VSTM [visual short-term memory] encoding, either by increasing the rate of trace formation 

or by reducing the delay before trace formation begins” (“An Integrated Theory of Attention and 
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Decision Making in Visual Signal Detection” 283). Contemplative neuroscience research has 

also made connections between visuospatial processing and working memory. For example, in 

“The enhancement of visuospatial processing efficiency through Buddhist deity meditation,” 

Maria Kozhevnikov et al. discuss the results of their study, which indicate that: 

Deity Yoga practitioners demonstrated a dramatic increase in performance on 

imagery tasks compared with the other groups. The results suggest that Deity 

meditation specifically trains ones capacity to access heightened visuospatial 

processing resources, rather than generally improving visuospatial imagery 

abilities. (645) 

Such findings may have significance for instructors who are interested in developing their 

students’ working memory capacity through the use of contemplative visualization practices.  

In addition to the research that brings together visuospatial processing and working 

memory, a number of other studies have been conducted that also discuss the effects of 

contemplative practice on working memory, more broadly speaking. For example, Richard 

Chambers et al. conducted a study in which twenty novice-meditators participated in a ten-day 

intensive mindfulness meditation retreat. At the end of this retreat, “the mindfulness training 

group’s working memory capacity was significantly enhanced,” a finding which, “suggests that 

mindfulness practice may increase working memory capacity” (315 “The impact of intensive 

mindfulness training on attentional control, cognitive style, and affect”). A number of other 

studies have had similar findings, including the study conducted by Michael D. Mrazek et al. 

reported in “Mindfulness Training Improves Working Memory Capacity and GRE Performance 

While Reducing Mind Wandering.” This study showed that “Mindfulness training improved both 

GRE reading-comprehension scores and working memory capacity while simultaneously 
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reducing the occurrence of distracting thoughts during completion of the GRE and the measure 

of working memory” (776). In other words, improvements in the performance of these tasks 

seems to correlate with improvements in working memory capacity. This is a significant finding 

because it highlights the fact that “training studies frequently target a single ability (Klingberg, 

2010), yet performance might be enhanced more generally by interventions that target a 

cognitive process underlying performance in a variety of contexts (Slagter, Davidson, & Lutz, 

2011)” (776). 

Other studies have addressed different aspects of the relationship between contemplative 

practice and working memory, including Marieke K. van Vugt and Amishi P. Jha’s work 

reported in “Investigating the impact of mindfulness meditation training on working memory: A 

mathematical modeling approach.” Instead of just determining whether or not mindfulness 

training would have an impact on working memory, they also wanted to know why meditation 

appeared to have an effect on working memory. Their findings suggested that meditation 

improves working memory capacity because “MT [mindfulness training] leads to improved 

information quality and reduced response conservativeness” (344). In other words, MT 

positively impacts the way that information is perceived and stored, as well as the time it takes a 

person to respond to a question, hit a button, etc. These improvements in perception, storage, and 

response time (RT) are widely believed to be a result of the improved attentional orienting that 

correlates to MT. Another study, conducted by Amishi Jha and Elizabeth Stanley, indicates that 

MT can have a “protective” effect on working memory capacity. Jha and Stanley, who were 

interested in the effects of MT on people operating under great stress, conducted this study with 

pre-deployment military service members. Their findings suggest that: 
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MT practice might serve as a way to cultivate a WMC ‘reserve’ that could be 

used in demanding contexts to protect against such functional impairments [as 

cognitive failures and emotional disturbances]…. In sum, the current study 

suggests that WMC may be bolstered by MT practice and that MT practice-

related improvements in WMC may mitigate negative affect (62).  

Although the college composition classroom does not (necessarily) constitute a high-stress 

environment, there is undoubtedly some stress inherent in composing at the college level, 

especially from a cognitive perspective. The findings of this study, and all of the studies in this 

section, may be useful to writing instructors seeking to ameliorate some of this stress factors. 

4.4 Conclusion 

I make two primary arguments in this chapter. One, composition studies should pay 

attention to contemplative neuroscience because of the potential benefits provided to writing 

instruction by bringing these two fields into communication with each other. Specifically, recent 

findings from contemplative neuroscience indicate that contemplative practice supports and 

facilitates cognitive functioning. For example, researchers Rimma Teper, Michael Inzlicht, and 

Malte Friese found that engaging in mindfulness meditation improved executive function because 

it was successful in helping subjects become more self-aware and better able to attend to their 

emotions. This, in turn—as Robert Roeser and Stephen Peck point out—can also help to increase 

motivation, a key factor in self-regulated learning. A number of researchers have also found that 

mindfulness meditation can develop a person’s ability to attend. Interestingly, as Yi-Yuan Tang 

points out, even short-term meditation can have a positive and lasting effect on the faculties of 

attention. Other studies, like Richard Chambers’ and Michael D. Mrazek’s, conclude that 

mindfulness meditation can also improve a person’s working memory capacity. Each of these 
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cognitive processes—executive function, motivation, self-regulation, attention, and working 

memory—are highly instrumental to the writing process. Furthermore, they are all placed under 

a great deal of strain, and are easily depleted, by the writing process. These studies indicate that 

implementing contemplative practice in the writing classroom may help to ameliorate some of the 

cognitive and affective stress caused by the writing process. 

The second argument I make in Chapter 1 is that cognitive training (in general) may prove 

superior to other forms of instruction because studies show that brain training is more effective at 

training the underlying processes responsible for learning across contexts; in other words, for 

transferring knowledge. Much of the research on transfer in composition studies focuses on the 

factors that affect a student’s motivation to write, as well as a student’s attitudes towards writing 

(see Dana Driscoll’s article “Connected, Disconnected, or Uncertain”). Research from 

contemplative neuroscience that talks about motivation and self-regulated learning may be able to 

shed some new light on this discussion, and provide writing instructors with new means of 

fostering motivation. Furthermore, in a discipline like composition studies, where teachers and 

administrators are frequently asked to justify their validity within the larger institutional context, 

being able to show that our instruction encourages knowledge transfer could prove invaluable.  

In the next, and final chapter of this dissertation, I will show how my own practices as a 

teacher of writing have been informed by the research I have reviewed in Chapters 3 and 4. In 

Chapter 5, I illustrate some of the activities and assignments I have developed for the writing 

classroom, which incorporate contemplative practice in order to ameliorate the stresses of the 

writing process, facilitate the development of amodal cognitive processes, and encourage the more 

efficient production of text.  
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CHAPTER 5 

A CONTEMPLATIVE COMPOSITION PEDAGOGY: ASSIGNMENTS &  

ACTIVITIES INFORMED BY A CONTEMPLATIVE PERSPECTIVE 

 

5.1 Introduction 

So far, I have asked (and attempted to answer) the following questions throughout the 

course of this dissertation: 

 What is contemplative pedagogy, and how has it been embraced (or not) by 

composition studies? 

 What are the cognitive processes responsible for the production of text? 

 Why has the field of composition studies been somewhat reticent to engage with 

cognitivist theories of writing? 

 How does this reticence connect to composition studies’—as yet—general lack of 

engagement with contemplative pedagogy? 

 What does the field of contemplative neuroscience have to say about how 

contemplative practice affects the brain? 

 Where does the research on the cognitive processes responsible for the 

production of text and the research from contemplative neuroscience converge? 

 What do these convergences imply for the teaching of writing? 

In this chapter, I will pose a different question: What does contemplative pedagogy look like in 

the composition classroom? In other words, what are some of the ways that contemplative 

practices can be implemented in the writing classroom in order to help students become better 

writers? Before I discuss some of the assignments and activities I have developed for the writing 

classroom, which are informed by a contemplative pedagogical perspective, a brief review of 

contemplative practice is worthwhile. In the first chapter, I provided a definition of 
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contemplative pedagogy, but I didn’t list out all of the practices that are considered 

contemplative. The following visual, The Tree of Contemplative Practice, is a resource created 

by the Association for Contemplative Mind in Higher Education in order to help people 

understand the wide variety of activities that can be considered “contemplative.” 

 

Figure 5.1: The Tree of Contemplative Practice, created by the Association for Contemplative Practice in 

Higher Education 
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Although a lot of the research reviewed in this dissertation studies “mindfulness meditation” 

specifically, this tree suggests that many of the practices teachers often already utilize can be 

considered contemplative, and that many of these activities may also require the focused 

attention (FA) of mindfulness meditation. In other words, many writing teachers who already 

engage in collaborative, compassionate learning practices may be incorporating activities that are 

considered contemplative, and which foster the cognitive processes of executive function, 

attention, memory, etc. Although I do engage my students in mindfulness meditation at times—

usually in the form of five minutes of silent reflection, or focus on the breath at the beginning of 

class—I have also designed assignments and activities specifically for the writing class, which 

incorporate practices listed on the tree like visualization, journaling, dialogue, and deep 

listening.10 In addition to describing these assignments and activities in this chapter, I will also 

conclude this dissertation by discussing the potential impact of what I propose throughout this 

project.  

5.2 What is a contemplative composition pedagogy? 

As I have attempted to make clear throughout this dissertation, a contemplative pedagogy 

approach makes sense for the writing classroom—indeed for all learning environments—because 

it allows teachers to develop a curriculum that acknowledges both the affective concerns (e.g., 

motivation and feelings of self-efficacy) and the cognitive concerns (e.g., a student’s ability to 

attend and remember) that impact a student’s ability to learn course content. From a 

contemplative pedagogical perspective, intellectual development and emotional development go 

hand-in-hand, and divorcing one from the other hinders the development of either. In other 

                                                           
10 To clarify, meditation is just one form of contemplative practice. Therefore, contemplative practice is a more 
expansive term than meditation, and it encompasses a variety of practices (see the Tree of Contemplative Practice 
in Chapter 5). Meditation, on the other hand, always falls into one of two categories: open monitoring (OM) 
meditation (e.g., zazen), or focused attention (FA) meditation (e.g., breathwork).  
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words, education is always “holistic” whether we acknowledge this fact or not, and so why not 

acknowledge it? This is what a contemplative composition pedagogy does. It develops an 

approach that encourages students to both reflect on the various factors at work in their writing 

processes, as well as cultivate practices that can help them to improve their writing processes. 

Although research tells us that any degree of mindfulness practice—engaged in both inside and 

outside the classroom—can facilitate cognition and positively impact the writing process, I have 

designed some activities that explicitly integrate contemplative practice with the writing process 

in my efforts to help students cultivate a mindful writing practice, which they can (hopefully) 

pursue beyond our course. In this section, then, I will share some of the specific assignments and 

activities I have designed for the writing classroom that honor the reality that writing is both 

deeply emotional and intellectual. I will share three assignments—a creative non-fiction 

assignment, an academic research assignment, and a reflective essay assignment—along with 

two activities, which help students establish a mindful writing practice.  

The “Observing Your World” Essay 

Nothing has such power to broaden the mind as the ability to investigate 

systematically and truly all that comes under thy observation in life. 

—Marcus Aurelius 

The first assignment I will discuss is a creative non-fiction assignment I built for an upper 

division composition course titled “Writing Into Awareness” (which I taught during the Fall of 

2014), but which could be easily modified for a first-year composition course. Essentially, the 

“Observing Your World” essay asks students to do one of two things. Option one requires 

students to immerse themselves in a familiar, everyday routine (e.g., going to the gym or walking 

the dog), but instead of going about that routine on auto-pilot, this assignment asks students to 
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observe their routine with mindfulness and awareness. Alternatively, option two allows students 

to observe an intriguing person, place or thing, (e.g., a trip to the zoo) through mindful eyes. 

Both options culminate in the writing of a descriptive essay about this experience, and anything 

they learned about themselves or their subject during the process of observation. Figure 5.2 is the 

assignment sheet I developed for this essay.  
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Unit 1 Essay: Observing Your World 

To my mind, the idea that doing dishes is unpleasant can occur only when you aren’t doing them. Once 

you are standing in front of the sink with your sleeves rolled up and your hands in warm water, it really 

isn’t so bad. I enjoy taking my time with each dish, being fully aware of the dish, the water, and each 

movement of my hands. I know that if I hurry in order to go and have a cup of tea, the time will be 

unpleasant, and not worth living. That would be a pity, for each minute, each second of life is a miracle. – 

Thich Nhat Hahn: Essential Writings 

 

Presence is needed to become aware of the beauty, the majesty, the sacredness of nature. Have you ever 

gazed up into the infinity of space on a clear night, awestruck by the absolute stillness and inconceivable 

vastness of it?  Have you listened, truly listened, to the sound of a mountain stream in the forest?  Or to 

the song of a blackbird at dusk on a quiet summer evening?  To become aware of such things, the mind 

needs to be still. You have to put down for a moment your personal baggage of problems, of past and 

future, as well as all your knowledge; otherwise, you will see but not see, hear but not hear. Your total 

presence is required. – The Power of Now, Eckhart Tolle 

 

As Thich Nhat Hahn points out, “we lead extremely busy lives.”  Our lives are often so frantic and harried 

that taking a moment to ‘stop and smell the roses’ can seem not only like an inconvenience, but also an 

impossibility. For your first essay of the semester, however, I am asking you to do just that. More 

specifically, I would like you to do one of the following: 

 

1) immerse yourself in a familiar, everyday routine, but instead of going about that 

routine on automatic pilot, I want you to be truly mindful of your actions and the world 

around you (like the way Thich Nhat Hahn washes dishes) 

 

2) pay attention to an intriguing person, place, object, or event with complete awareness 

and mindfulness (like Eckhart Tolle’s description above) 

 

Once you have observed your subject fully, with mindfulness and awareness, I want you to write an essay 

describing your experience of being truly present. What did you see in that moment?  Smell?  Taste?  

Hear?  Feel?  How was observing your subject with mindfulness and awareness different from other times 

you observed/engaged with your subject? Did you discover anything new about your subject?  Did you 

gain a new perspective on your subject?  Did you discover anything new about yourself, or the world, in 

general?  What was it like to “put down your personal baggage of problems”? What did you learn?  What 

new insight have you gained?  What was it like to truly live in the moment? 

 

This essay will be graded on how good a job you do at making me feel like I am right beside you, 

experiencing your moment(s) with you (i.e. sensory detail, images, metaphors, dialogue, etc.), as well as 

how good of a job you do with your reflection on this experience. Reflection is tricky. You don’t want to 

just tack a moral on to the end of your essay, rather your essay will be much more effective if you can 

find a way to weave the reflection (i.e. the lesson or insight) into/throughout the essay. The most 

important piece of advice I can give you is to try not to force a reflection; forced reflections come across 

as fake and cliché to your reader. It is better to reflect truthfully, honestly, and authentically, even if that 

reflection feels boring or mundane to you. Sometimes, even a seemingly mundane truth can be profound. 

Figure 5.2: The “Observing Your World” essay assignment sheet. Developed by Kate Chaterdon and used 

in her Advanced Composition (ENGL 306) course during the Fall of 2014. 

This assignment is useful for a number of reasons. First of all, it provides students with 

the opportunity to hone their powers of observation, a necessary skill for both effective thinking 
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and writing. Although this assignment eventually requires students to “make sense” of their 

observations by reflecting on their significance, it first requires students to observe their subject, 

to the degree possible, without judgement. This practice of suspending judgement is a kind of 

mindfulness meditation that may foster all of the cognitive processes discussed in the previous 

chapter, but perhaps especially attention (Kozasa, 2012). While the development of attention is 

important for learning in general, research has indicated that it is especially important for the 

writing process (Altemeier, 2008; Quinlan, 2012). Additionally, this assignment allows students 

the opportunity to cultivate their descriptive writing skills, and practice writing in the—often 

under-utilized (at least at the college level)—genre of creative non-fiction. 

The activity I designed to help students begin drafting their “Observing Your World” 

essays is an invention activity I call “Guided Visualizations for Descriptive Writing.” In this 

activity, as the name implies, I lead students through a series of guided visualizations. For each 

visualization (five in total) I ask students to close their eyes, create a mental image of the topic 

they have chosen to write about for their essay, and then mentally observe and gather any data 

they can on the (in subsequent visualizations) sight, feel, sound, smell, and taste of their topic. 

After each visualization, the students have two minutes to free-write on whatever it was that they 

“observed.” From a cognitive standpoint, this contemplative activity is helpful to students by 

engaging their visuospatial faculties. As noted in Chapter 4 (Awh and Jonides, 2001; Jha, 2002; 

Awh et al., 2006; Smith and Ratcliffe, 2009; Hodgins et al., 2010), visuo-spatial processing is 

closely linked to the cognitive processes of working memory and attention. In fact, Maria 

Kozhevnikov et al.’s study on Buddhist deity meditation indicates that engaging in visualization 

practices may improve working memory because of the extremely interconnected relationship 

between attention (e.g., the FA required by focusing on a mental image over a sustained period 
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of time) and memory. Additionally, this activity enables students to get writing down on paper 

that they may be able to use in the first draft of their essays.  

The “Metaphors We Write By” Reflective Essay 

Life can only be understood backwards;  

but it must be lived forwards. 

—Soren Kierkegaard 

The next assignment I want to discuss is an assignment I call the “Metaphors We Write 

By” reflective essay. This assignment asks students to reflect on their writing process by 

determining what metaphor best describes their writing process, and then writing an essay which 

both describes this metaphor and explains how it represents their writing processes. As an 

introduction to this assignment, I have students read the first chapter of George Lakoff and Mark 

Johnson’s book Metaphors We Live By, and we discuss how metaphors are much more than 

simply literary devices; they also shape the way we think about ourselves and our worlds. In this 

sense, understanding the metaphors we live by (or write by) is really an activity in introspection. 

Figure 5.4 is the assignment sheet I developed for this essay. 
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Unit 4 Essay: Metaphors We Write By 

“…we seek out personal metaphors to highlight and make coherent our own pasts, our present activities, 

and our dreams, hopes, and goals as well. A large part of self-understanding is the search for appropriate 

personal metaphors that make sense of our lives. Self-understanding requires unending negotiation and 

renegotiation of the meaning of your experiences to yourself” – from Metaphors We Live By 

For this final essay of the semester, you will explore and write about the metaphors that inform your 

experience as a writer. Why do this?  As George Lakoff and Mark Johnson say above, understanding the 

metaphors we live by helps us understand our pasts, our presents, and our futures. I want you to apply this 

logic to your life as a writer so that you might better understand the “conceptual systems” that inform the 

choices you make as a writer (which, by the way, may or may not be the same systems that inform other 

choices you make in your life). In order to discover (if you haven’t already) and better understand the 

conceptual systems/frameworks that inform your choices as a writer, I want you to determine what 

metaphors you live by as a writer. It is in fully understanding these metaphors that we can better 

understand our choices, and continue to improve our talents, as writers. 

Your task: 

Figure out what one metaphor has best described your writing and writing process in the past,  

giving examples from your own writing, AND what one metaphor you hope will describe your 

writing and writing process in the future and why. 

 

Remember that this assignment comes during unit four, which is our unit on “reflection.”  I am asking 

you to do this assignment as an exercise in reflection. Therefore, make sure you thoughtfully reflect on 

your metaphors throughout your essay. Although style and grammar issues are always a factor in the 

grading process, I will mostly be grading this essay on your ability to thoughtfully, honestly and deeply 

reflect on your metaphors, and then convey these thoughts to me through your writing. The questions 

you’ll want to make sure you address fully are:  

 

1) What is this metaphor? What kind of metaphor is it? What are the different parts of this 

metaphor? How do these parts work together? etc. 

 

2) How does this metaphor inform or influence your writing and writing process? How does 

this metaphor inform or influence your thinking about your writing? We will discuss how to  

answer these questions more fully in class. 

Figure 5.3: The “Metaphors We Write By” assignment sheet. Developed by Kate Chaterdon and used in 

her advanced composition, and first-year writing classes. 

 

This assignment was created as an alternative to the standard end-of-semester reflective 

essay, given at the end of many writing courses, which requires students to reflect on what they 

have learned over the course of the semester. The difficulty with the standard reflective essay 

assignment, is that (at least for some students) it seems to encourage disingenuous or inauthentic 

responses, which are not very useful to the students. On the other hand, I have found the 

“Metaphors We Write By” essay to be more successful in pushing students to the engage in the 
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degree of introspection that the end-of-the-semester reflective essay genre strives for. Not only is 

the ability to engage in reflection important on a personal level, it is also important in terms of 

developing as a writer. The research from Chapter 4 that most closely informs this assignment is 

the research on executive function and self-regulation (Roeser and Peck, 2009; Tang et al., 2007, 

2012; Teper and Inzlicht, 2013; Friese et al., 2012). As discussed in Chapter 3, executive 

function and self-regulation appear to be the cognitive processes governing what Flower and 

Hayes have called “the monitor.” In other words, research from Chapters 3 and 4 indicates that 

one of the key cognitive functions responsible for the production of text is the mind’s capacity to 

oversee, delegate, and self-correct, as needed. This assignment fosters that capacity by providing 

students with the opportunity to reflect on and make sense of their writing processes and 

hopefully identify places where their writing and writing processes can be improved. Although I 

did not extensively review the research on metacognition in this dissertation, there is a growing 

body of research that illustrates the importance of developing a metacognitive awareness of 

one’s writing process.11 This research also supports the implementation of an assignment such as 

the “Metaphors We Write By” essay.  

The “Controversies in Conversation” Dialogue 

A conversation is a dialogue, not a monologue. That’s why there are so 

few good conversations: due to scarcity, two intelligent talkers seldom 

meet. 

—Truman Capote 

The last assignment I want to discuss—the “Controversies in Conversation” dialogue—is 

an academic research project I created for the second semester sequence of a first-year writing 

                                                           
11 For more information on metacognition and transfer of knowledge, see Dana Driscoll, Kathleen Blake Yancey, 
and Kara Taczak. 
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course. This project, which comes at the end of the semester, provides students with the 

opportunity to present the research they have conducted over the course of the semester, on a 

public controversy of their choosing. Specifically, this assignment requires students to form 

small groups (ideally comprised of students who had the same or similar research topics), and 

then write and present a short conversational exchange that fairly and accurately portrays the 

viewpoints of four distinct groups, or what I call “stakeholders” of a particular controversy.12 For 

example, a group presenting on the debate about whether or not to increase the regulation of 

hand-guns might have President Obama, Wayne LaPierre (NRA), a spokesperson from the 

Coalition to Stop Gun Violence, and Donald Trump discuss the issue while eating lunch at a 

diner, or during the roundtable segment of a news broadcast. Figure 5.3 is the assignment sheet I 

developed for this project. 

  

                                                           
12 I borrow this idea from R. Edward Freeman’s description of stakeholder theory from his book Strategic 
Management: A Stakeholder Approach, which argues for the equal acknowledgement and consideration of all the 
groups that hold a stake in a corporation, (e.g., employees, customers, communities, political groups, etc.) not just 
the shareholders. 
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Unit 3 Project: ‘Controversies in Conversation’ Dialogue 

Now that you have thoroughly researched a controversy and analyzed the positions of four different 

stakeholders in that controversy, it’s time for you to put those stakeholder groups into conversation with 

each other in the form of a short dialogue, which you (and a partner/s) will present to the rest of the class. 

The purpose of this assignment is to give you the opportunity to synthesize all of the research you did for 

the Annotated Bibliography in a creative (and maybe even fun?) format.  

 

What I want you to do (along with your partner) is:  

 

1) Decide exactly what controversy is going to be the focus of this dialogue. You and your  

partner/s (who will be assigned by Kate) may have to compromise on this decision because you  

may have researched slightly different controversies for your annotated bibliography.   

 

2) Once you have decided on the controversy, ‘assign’ each of the stakeholder groups a  

character that accurately and fully represents that stakeholder group. In other words, imagine  

that you are the casting director of a movie or play, and you have been told to find actors for all  

of the roles in the movie or play. Based on what you already know about each stakeholder  

group, what actor would you hire to play that role in the production?  This actor can be  

somebody famous (i.e. President Obama or George Clooney), or it could be a stock character 

(i.e. ‘cranky old lady,’ or ‘bored teenager’). 

 

3) Come up with a scenario in which each of your characters have to converse with each other  

about the controversy. For example, your characters could all be sitting around a table in a  

diner, having a cup of coffee and discussing current events; they could be working-out at a gym, 

and complaining about some news report they just saw on the TV; or they could be senators,  

arguing about a proposed bill on the senate floor. The possibilities are endless (just make sure 

the topic of conversation is the controversy).  

 

4) Write up a short dialogue (about 5-7 minutes long) in which each of the characters delivers 

lines that convey that stakeholder group’s position (and their reasons for holding that position) 

on the controversy. 

   

Remember that the purpose of this assignment is to synthesize all of the information you collected during 

Unit 2, and to present that information in a thorough, easy-to-understand, and creative way. The challenge 

of this assignment is to develop a dialogue that accurately conveys information about the controversy, 

while at the same time engaging and entertaining the audience. This assignment will be assessed by me as 

well as the rest of the audience (the other students in class).  

 

Here’s an example of a dialogue/skit that presents a few different sides on a controversy (you are not 

required to be this high-tech): The Late, Late News Net Neutrality Debate  

Figure 5.4: The “Controversies in Conversation” project assignment sheet. Developed by Kate Chaterdon 

and used in her English 102 courses. 

This assignment is essentially a redesign of the standard final project for this course, 

which requires students to take a stance on the controversy they have been researching 

throughout the course, and then present an argument that is intended to persuade their fellow 

classmates to agree with their point of view on that controversy. Although this assignment is 
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often successful in helping students learn how to effectively employ the rhetorical appeals and 

sway an audience, I am not convinced that it helps students critically introspect on their stance in 

a particular controversy, better understand why they hold the viewpoints they do, or encourage 

students to think about the ways that opposing parties could engage in productive, civil 

discourse. Therefore, I created the “Controversies in Conversation” dialogue in order to provide 

students with the opportunity to think and write (in addition to writing the dialogues, students 

also had to write a short paper providing any background or context on their controversy) about a 

controversial topic from a more mindful, reflective perspective. Although this assignment may 

help to foster executive function, attention and working memory, that is not the primary reason 

this assignment was developed. Rather, this assignment was developed in order to foster critical 

introspection (much like the “Metaphors We Write By” essay), empathy, and civil discourse. 

Because the goals of this assignment differ slightly from the previous two assignments (in that 

they are not strictly cognitive) the research reviewed in this dissertation is less suited to provide 

theoretical support for this assignment. Due to the scope of this dissertation, research on the 

connections between empathy, compassion, and mindfulness meditation were only cursorily 

reviewed (Roeser and Peck, 2009, 2012; Davidson, 2012). However, this is not to say that there 

is no research that supports the implementation of this assignment. In fact, there is quite a bit of 

research that explores these links.13 It is important to note, though, that this research largely 

studies mindfulness meditation specifically, as opposed to other contemplative practices, 

including those listed on the relational branch of the Tree of Contemplative Practice (i.e. deep 

listening, storytelling, dialogue, council circle). More research needs to be done on the 

relationship between contemplative practices like dialogue and deep listening (both employed 

                                                           
13 For more on the connections between compassion, empathy, and contemplative practice, see Lutz et al. 2008; 
Tobin, 2008; Mascaro et al., 2012; Kristellar et al., 2005; Hoffman et al., 2011; Birnie et al., 2010 
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during this assignment), and the development of empathy and compassion. In addition to 

encouraging mindfulness, reflection (contemplative practices connected to improved cognitive 

functioning, and therefore, better writing), empathy, and civil discourse, this project also 

provided students with the opportunity to collaboratively present their research in a creative, 

multimodal format. 

The activity (and assignment) I devised to help students approach the entire research 

project from a mindful perspective is something I call the “Reflective Research Journal.” This 

assignment comes prior to the “Controversies in Conversation” dialogue (usually during the 

second unit, when students become more heavily involved in the research process), and lasts for 

the duration of the research process. Basically, this assignment entails students answering a set of 

pre-determined questions, periodically, throughout the research process, in the form of a journal 

response (which can be posted directly to a learning management system like D2L or 

Blackboard). Some of the questions I have asked students have been: What stage of the research 

process are you in at this moment? What are you discovering about your controversy at this 

point? How do you feel at this moment in the research process? (frustrated, excited, bored, 

capable, challenged, etc.). Why do you think you feel this way? How do you think you will use 

the information you have gathered to inform the writing of your Controversy Analysis paper? Do 

you think there is another way you could be conducting research at this point that might prove to 

be more fruitful and helpful to you? Like the other assignments I have developed, this 

assignment is informed by research on the benefits of engaging in activities intended to foster 

attention and self-awareness. Specifically, I have found that this assignment encourages students 

to be more mindful of their research process than they would have been otherwise, and that, in 
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general, it encourages mindful engagement with their topic. In this way, this assignment lays the 

ground work for the “Controversies in Conversation” dialogue in Unit Three. 

I created these assignments primarily because I wanted to find ways to make the writing 

classroom a more mindful, reflective, collaborative, empathetic, and compassionate space. That 

does not mean, though, that these assignments don’t also meet many of the University of Arizona 

Writing Program’s student learning outcomes (which closely align with the Council of Writing 

Program Administrators Outcomes Statement for First-Year Composition).14 In fact, many of the 

goals and SLOs stated by the Writing Program are clearly apparent in these assignments and 

activities. For example, some of these SLOs include:  

 use writing for purposes of reflection, action, and participation in conversations 

within and across different communities  

 demonstrate the ability to conduct research that is purposeful, ethical, and 

balanced 

 work with peers in a variety of configurations (large group, small group, pairs) 

and mediums (in person, electronically, and on paper) in all stages of the writing 

process 

 compose well-structured print and multimodal texts for various audiences and 

purposes 

 reflect on their progress as academic writers 

 develop ideas with observations and reflections on students’ own experiences 

                                                           
14 See appendix for the complete University of Arizona Writing Program SLO’s 
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As I have argued throughout this dissertation, implementing a contemplative approach in the 

writing classroom does not mean that writing instructors need to sacrifice their desire to create a 

rigorous, college-level writing course, which meets established student learning requirements.  

5.3 Conclusion 

In this last section, I discuss the potential impact of everything I have proposed up to this 

point. Although I think my project is important for a number of reasons, I will focus on the three 

that I think are most valuable to students and teachers of writing. These three reasons can be 

broken into the categories of personal or individual impact, instructional impact, and institutional 

impact.  

First, I think my project has the potential to help both teachers and students on an 

individual and personal level. As I discuss in my introduction, the primary reason I became 

interested in contemplative teaching practices was because of the desolation and isolation I was 

feeling as a graduate student. The recent increase in the use of mindfulness practices in K-12 

schools and higher education, as well as the recent boom of the “self-help” industry (estimated at 

$11 billion) indicates that I am not the only student or teacher who has ever felt this way.15 The 

2011 study Cultivating the Spirit: How College Can Enhance Students’ Inner Lives—conducted 

by Alexander S. Astin, Helen S. Astin, and Jennifer A. Lindholm (mentioned in Chapter 2)—

provides additional evidence to support the claim that undergraduate students, in particular, seek 

out and desire opportunities for spiritual development during their college careers. My project, 

and others like mine, begin to open up a dialogue about the—sometimes uncomfortable—

emotional and spiritual realities of students’ experiences in higher education. It is only through 

                                                           
15 See Kathryn Schulz’ “The Self in Self-Help: We Have No Idea What a Self Is, So How Can We Fix It?” in the 

January 6, 2013 issue of New York Magazine for more about the economics of self-help. 
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continued dialogue that educators will be able to better address these concerns, and develop 

pedagogical approaches that better honor the holistic nature of all teaching. 

The second reason my project is useful to others is perhaps the most obvious reason: my 

project has the potential to help other college writing instructors improve their teaching practice. 

Specifically, I think my project improves writing instruction by acknowledging and addressing 

the repercussions of the drain on cognition that accompanies the production of text. In order to 

accomplish this, a large portion of my project engages in disciplinary translation; that is, the 

translation of research from the fields of cognitive and contemplative neuroscience, to the field 

of composition studies. Composition studies is in dire need of this kind of disciplinary translation 

because—for the most part—the field has not stayed abreast of the recent research on the 

cognitive factors at work in the production of text. Therefore, one of my goals for this project is 

to highlight the need for composition studies to reconnect with cognitive science in order to more 

effectively research the teaching of writing. To this end, I have also developed and described 

some activities and assignments that are informed by recent contemplative neuroscience 

research. In other words, this dissertation attempts to both make theoretical connections for the 

reader, as well as provide the reader with some concrete ways she or he can improve the 

instruction of writing at the college level.  

Lastly, I think my project is important because it begins to re-open a line of 

communication between cognitive science and composition studies that is not only productive 

for composition studies, but is also important in terms of establishing empirical evidence that 

supports the integration of contemplative practice in the writing class. Increasingly, the climate 

of higher education requires programs and departments to justify their practices—understandably 

in many instances—through the use of empirical data. Bringing cognitive science into the 
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discussion of best practices in the teaching of writing can provide exactly the kinds of 

rhetorically effective data of which I speak. To clarify, I am not suggesting that composition 

studies should consider cognitive data as the primary form of data—or even the best data—to 

inform the teaching of writing; I am simply suggesting that cognitive data should be included in 

our toolbox of available options.16  

In addition to these reasons, the research conducted in this dissertation is also important 

because it highlights the fact that much more research needs to be done on the connections 

between contemplative practice and writing, as well as cognitive science and writing. In addition 

to further expanding and fortifying the research reviewed in Chapters 3 and 4—generally 

speaking—new research should specifically explore: 

 other ways that contemplative practices (not just mindfulness meditation) can best 

be used as a form of cognitive training in order to foster the writing process; 

 the potential of a positive correlation between contemplative practice and better 

writing (as measured with a rubric). 

What the research in this dissertation suggests—and what future research may verify—is that 

contemplative practice can foster the cognitive processes associated with writing. Pursuing this 

line of research is important for future writers, teachers, and administrators because of the great 

potential it holds to lessen the cognitive strain of writing, help writers improve their writing 

process, and improve the instruction of writing overall.   

                                                           
16 To this point, among the most useful resources for implementing contemplative practice in the classroom I have 
discovered in the course of this research are: 1) Contemplative Practices in Higher Education: Powerful Methods to 
Transform Teaching and Learning by Daniel Barbezat and Mirabai Bush; 2) The Spiritual Side of Writing: Releasing 
the Learner’s Whole Potential ed. by Regina Paxton Foehr and Susan A Schiller; and 3) Sustaining the Writing Spirit: 
Holistic Tools for School and Home by Susan A. Schiller. All of these texts are cited at the end of this dissertation. 
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APPENDIX A 

WRITING PROGRAM GOALS AND SLOs FOR FIRST-YEAR WRITING COURSES17 

The Writing Program defines five learning goals with specific SLOs for its first-year writing 

courses. 

Goal 1: Assess the rhetorical strategies writers use to achieve their purposes with varied 

audiences and in a range of contexts. 

Student Learning Outcomes: At the end of the First-Year Composition (FYC) sequence, 

students will be able to 

a. identify the purposes of, intended audiences for, and arguments in a text. 

b. analyze the ways in which a text’s purposes, audiences, and contexts influence an 

author’s rhetorical choices. 

c. identify the particular cultural, economic, political contexts of a text. 

d. analyze print, multi-modal, and electronic texts composed in various styles to create their 

own complex, well-supported argument. 

e. analyze how genres shape reading and writing. 

f. read in ways that improve writing, especially by demonstrating an ability to analyze the 

rhetorical strategies at work in texts. 

Goal 2: Use evidence and persuasive appeals that are effective with various audiences, 

situations, and purposes. 

Student Learning Outcomes: At the end of the FYC sequence, students will be able to 

a. develop evidence by employing a variety of research methods including primary and 

secondary research. 

                                                           
17 For English 101A, 101, 102, 107A, 107, 108, 109H 
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b. make informed judgments about the quality and veracity of sources. 

c. synthesize research findings in support of an original argument. 

d. incorporate other writers’ interpretations into the analyses they write. 

e. draft, revise, and present original researched arguments about an issue. 

f. compose well-structured print and multimodal texts for various audiences and purposes. 

g. correctly incorporate quotations, summaries, paraphrases, and citations into their own 

writing. 

Goal 3: Develop critical analyses of public, scholarly, and personal issues based on research, 

observations, and reflections from their own experiences. 

Student Learning Outcomes: At the end of the FYC sequence, students will be able to 

a. analyze texts from multiple points of view. 

b. use writing for purposes of reflection, action, and participation in conversations within 

and across different communities. 

c. compose a contextual analysis in which they combine information and perspectives from 

at least two secondary sources to support their interpretation of a primary source. 

d. demonstrate the ability to conduct research that is purposeful, ethical, and balanced. 

e. evaluate sources for credibility, appropriateness, and quality. 

f. support ideas or positions with well-structured discussion of evidence from multiple 

sources. 

g. develop ideas with observations and reflections on students’ own experiences. 

Goal 4: Revise in response to feedback from readers to improve drafts, and offer useful feedback 

to other writers on how to revise their writing. 

Student Learning Outcomes: At the end of the FYC sequence, students will be able to         
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a. create multiple, meaningful revisions on global and local levels to improve their own 

texts. 

b. suggest useful revisions to other writers on global and local levels. 

c. work with peers in a variety of configurations (large group, small group, pairs) and 

mediums (in person, electronically, and on paper) in all stages of the writing process. 

d. evaluate and incorporate peer and instructor feedback to revise their texts. 

e. reflect on their progress as academic writers. 

Goal 5: Use the appropriate conventions of research and analysis, including the stylistic 

conventions of clear and convincing academic writing. 

Student Learning Outcomes: At the end of the FYC sequence, students will be able to 

a. use the conventions of scholarly research and documentation. 

b. consistently introduce borrowed information with appropriate signal phrases that 

establish authority by including the source’s credentials. 

c. understand diction, usage, voice, and style, including standard edited English, as 

conventional and rhetorical features of writing. 

d. edit/proofread their own writing for clarity and style. 

e. demonstrate the ability to write well-organized prose with varied sentence structure. 

f. demonstrate the ability to write with few mechanical errors (grammar, spelling, 

punctuation, capitalization). 

g.  write in a tone appropriate to a specific subject, purpose, and audience. 
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