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GLOSSARY 

aggregates  the five elements that comprise the body and mind, including body 

or form, feelings, memory, mental formations, and consciousness 

 

defilements the impurities that taint or cloud the mind incessantly, making it 

impure and unable to see things as they are, generally include greed 

(desire), aversion (fear, anger, sadness, etc.), and delusion 

(ignorance of truth or lack of wisdom) 

 

mindfulness the impartial awareness of what the body and mind are doing in real 

time; remembering the body and mind at the present moment 

 

Nibanna not or no longer blowing or burning; this term is used to indicate the 

state of enlightenment; freedom from suffering 

 

Samadhi  one pointedness of the mind or a mental state that is stable, nimble, 

focus, and unattached to the present physical or mental phenomenon 

 

wisdom understanding the impermanence, uncertainty, and unsatisfactoriness 

of the body and mind  
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SCOPE OF STUDY 

 This dissertation is a thesis by publication with five different essays exploring various 

philosophical issues related to the promotion of mindfulness, wellbeing, literate citizenry, and 

sustainability in science education.  This study adopts the hermeneutic phenomenological 

approach to describe and interpret my lived experiences in conducting an authentic inquiry for 

cultivating emotional intelligence, wellbeing, and sustainable lifestyle in a school community 

through mindfulness practice. It took place in a public school in Thailand. I intend to reframe 

science education through the lens of mindfulness practice so that it reconnects and reflects the 

salient needs of students, teachers, and society.  The first chapter includes a statement of the 

problem, the rationale and purpose of this study, and an overview of each chapter in the thesis.   

 

INTRODUCTION 

I. Purpose of the Study 

 This project is a continuation of the research work led by Tobin and his graduate 

students, who advocate inclusion of practices that promote wellbeing such as mindfulness as 

part of the science content.  I intend to continue the conversation about redefining science 

education to address issues of wellbeing and sustainable development through mindfulness 

practice.  Powietrzynska, Alexakos, and Tobin (2015) developed and implemented the 

Mindfulness in Education Heuristics among a group of undergraduate students who were 

preparing for becoming elementary science teachers.  In their study, the heuristics helped 
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participants become more aware of and less reactive towards their emotions and experience 

enhanced emotional wellbeing. Mindfulness in Education Heuristics are mainly based on the 

findings from research in neuroscience (e.g., Richard Davidson’s emotional styles) and 

contemporary psychometric tests (e.g., Toronto Mindfulness Scale and Five Facet Mindfulness 

Scale).   Because of my experiences in various Buddhist wisdom traditions and the context of 

this study, I would like to develop a mindfulness heuristic that includes the perspective of 

mindfulness practitioners from Buddhist traditions, including Zen Buddhism, Tibetan 

Buddhism, and Theravada Buddhism.  

 

II.  Research Question 

 The Mindfulness in Daily Life (MiDL) Heuristic that I developed in my study was 

derived from the cogenerative dialogues (i.e., cogens) that I had with several Vipassana teachers 

from Buddhist traditions.   Cogens are dialogues among a group of co-researchers surrounding 

a topic of interest that focus on understanding contradictions and embrace differences as 

valuable resources.  Cogen is a part of a critical pedagogy because the key purposes of cogen 

are to maximize different perspectives and identify contradictions that might be changed with 

the goal of improving the quality of teaching and learning (Tobin, 2014). The MiDL Heuristics 

also include insights from a few influential mindfulness teachers, including Thich Nhat Hanh 

from Zen Buddhism, Luangpor Pramote Pamojjo and Phra Ajahn Krit Nimmalo from Thai 

forest tradition, Luang Phu Thong from Burmese Maha Sisayadaw tradition, and Jon Kabat 

Zinn from secular mindfulness field. I also include a few items from the Freiburg Mindfulness 
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Inventory (FMI) that is based on the framework of insight meditation. The MiDL Heuristic 

aims to heighten participants’ awareness of their body and mind and integrate mindfulness in 

their daily life. This study seeks to address the following research question: “How can 

mindfulness practice contribute to science education as a lived experience for the wellbeing of 

every global citizen and sustainability of planet Earth?” 

 

III. Outline of the Study 

This study is based on critical theory, which has an emancipatory purpose to awaken 

people from their mindless way of consumption, participate in decision making about 

environmental issues that affect their community, and empower them to adopt more sustainable 

practices to transform society (Kincheloe & McLaren, 2005).  The overarching framework of 

my study is authentic inquiry, which has an emergent and contingent design.  Authentic inquiry 

is a multilogical research methodology developed by Tobin and his colleagues that embraces 

polysemia and polyphonia (Tobin, 2015).  I intend to bridge the gap between theory and my 

teaching practices through applying what I have learned to improve the wellbeing of myself 

and others.   

 

I adopt a hermeneutic phenomenological approach to interpret and describe the 

phenomenon of mindfulness practice through narrative accounts of the lived experiences of 

other co-researchers and me. Phenomenology rooted in philosophy, sociology, and psychology.  

It is a qualitative research approach which explores the experience of those living a particular 
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phenomenon, leading the researcher to gain a full and deep understanding of the experience as 

conveyed by the person living the experience first-hand (Hellman, 2016).  Unlike narrative 

study, phenomenology describes the lived experience of several people (Creswell, 2007).  

Phenomenology includes detailed, narrative accounts by participants regarding their knowledge 

and experience regarding a subject of study.  Hermeneutics is the theory and practice of 

interpretation.  It involves identifying common themes of the texts of interviews, and thereby 

gaining understanding and meaning of phenomena.  Hermeneutics is a process and method for 

bringing out and allowing what is normally hidden in human experience and human relations.  

Hermeneutical phenomenology combines both interpretation and description of the lived 

experience. The texts, journals, conversations and dhamma talks are interpreted in a 

hermeneutic cycle, which involves moving from parts of the experience to the whole of 

experience, and back and forth again and again to increase the depth of understanding within 

the described and contexts. 

 

This dissertation adopts a socio-cultural framework, which emphasizes that social and 

cultural factors are crucial to understanding human behaviors, and that individuals and society 

have a dialectical relationship.  It is a “dissertation by publication”, meaning that it includes 

five essays that are derived from a long version of my autobiography.  The first manuscript 

entitled An Autobiographical Study of Educator’s Journey in Awakening, Healing, and 

Liberation Through Mindfulness Practices (Wong, 2021).  It is a chapter of a book called Doing 

Authentic Inquiry for Improving Learning and Teaching edited by Tobin and Alexakos.  

Through using rich descriptions from my reflective journal, transcripts of my conversations 



5 
 

 
 

with Dhamma teachers and Zen masters, and narratives of my teachers, I critically interpreted 

my lived experiences as a teacher, practitioner, and researcher of mindfulness practices in the 

past eleven years.  I intend to explain the origin of my perspectives on three multifaceted 

constructs, namely mindfulness, wellbeing, and sustainability, based on my prolonged 

engagement with monastics in Buddhist traditions.   

 

The second manuscript is entitled Reconnect with self, others, and nature (Wong, 2021) 

which was published in the special issue of Cultural Studies of Science Education Journal.  This 

paper describes my journey in developing and implementing the mindfulness program among 

elementary school students among my school community.  I share the triumphs alongside with 

the challenges that I have faced as a female foreign scholar-practitioner-teacher of mindfulness 

in Thailand. I used a pseudonym (i.e., Diana) to disguise my identity because of the concern 

about whether the controversy between Mahayana Buddhism and Theravada Buddhism 

revealed in the story may influence the reputation of the school.  However, I believe the insights 

from this manuscript are valuable for foreign teachers with a similar aspiration to teach 

mindfulness to children in Thailand. 

 

The third manuscript is entitled Cogenerative dialogue of a professional learning 

community on mindfulness | wellbeing dialectic (Wong, 2022, forthcoming).  This manuscript 

will be published in a book about wellbeing and contemplative practices edited by Tobin and 

Alexakos.  In this manuscript, I reflected on my experiences in setting up a mindfulness 
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professional learning community (PLC) with a few like-minded colleagues for promoting 

safety, wellbeing, and diversity among students.  This PLC has ignited a ripple effect in the 

school community through raising awareness in bullying, compassion, and cultural sensitivity 

among teachers and students.   

 

The fourth manuscript is about the development and implementation of the MiDL 

Heuristic on an elementary school teacher called Bethany (pseudonym).  I share the insights 

from various cogens with monks, Dhamma teachers, and other educators about their 

perspectives of mindfulness.  I also describe how I use these insights to create the MiDL 

heuristics.  Originally, seven participants volunteered to try out the MiDL Heuristics.  However, 

later, two participants discontinued the program due to lack of time.  I chose Bethany’s case 

study because of her authentic and detailed reflections of her lived experience in her digital 

journal.  Her story demonstrates how the understanding of the body and mind can enhance 

psychological resilience, wellness, and sustainable lifestyle. 

 

The fifth manuscript entitled Inquiry Beyond Thoughts Through the Middle Way is 

about how researchers can use mindfulness practice from Theravada Buddhist tradition to 

become aware of their own ontology, epistemology, and axiology. This paper has been 

submitted to another special issue of the Cultural Studied of Science Education Journal 

(forthcoming in Dec 2021).  This manuscript includes the perspectives from four Dhamma 

teachers of Theravada Buddhist tradition about the nature of body, mind, thoughts, emotions, 
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mindfulness, suffering, enlightenment, and morality.  I do not intend to argue that Theravada 

Buddhism as a more superior knowledge system.  However, I believe through exploring a 

knowledge system that has contrasting ontological and epistemological assumptions from 

Western science, researchers may cultivate a different attitude towards biases and transcend 

ideologies with the lens of polysemia. 

  

In the last chapter, I summarize my journey in shifting from a positivist inquiry 

paradigm to interpretive paradigm through becoming aware of the nature of my mind, thoughts, 

and consciousness.  Drawing from the insights from my lived experiences, I discuss how 

mindfulness practice can be useful for promoting a healthier, more conscious, and sustainable 

lifestyle for citizens in various settings and age groups. I advocate for the inclusion of 

mindfulness practice as part of formal as well as informal science education, not only limited 

to K-12 schools and higher educational institutions, but also in the daily life of global citizens 

from all walks of life.  Finally, I propose a plan for revisioning science education and the formal 

education system in the context of Thailand by reinforcing the values of democracy, equity, 

diversity, and Buddhist wisdom. 

 

BANCKGROUND AND RATIONALE 

I. Materialism and Collectivism 
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I was born and raised in Hong Kong, a westernized city in China.  Hong Kong is also a 

city that is under the influence of capitalism and consumerism.  Happiness is generally regarded 

as the material outcome of hard labor. Shopping and eating are the main leisure activities for 

Hong Kong people. As the living expense in Hong Kong is quite high, many citizens are 

struggling to satisfy their basic needs and happiness beyond materials is something that is hard 

for them to imagine.  For example, having a place to stay and enough food to eat, for many 

families, are as good as it gets.  Although Hong Kong used to have the second highest per 

capital income in the world, the gap between the rich and the poor is widening in the past twenty 

years.  Moreover, the number of reported cases of mental illness is also increasing.  About one 

in six Hong Kong citizens is suffering from depression and chronic anxiety (Choy, 2019).  Hong 

Kong is a good example that shows aggregate statistical indicators, like GDP (i.e., gross 

domestic product) or per capital income, do not always reflect individual subjective wellbeing.   

 

Like many other Asian countries, education in Hong Kong is competitive and stressful 

for many young people. I still remember when I was young, I spent most of my waking time on 

schooling and tutoring. My parents, who were secondary school teachers, spent hours after work 

on grading assignments.  As a result, our family rarely spent quality time together. Most of our 

family time was devoted to doing homework, reviewing for tests, or doing chores.  For Chinese 

parents, helping their children become successful in the future is more important than anything.  

There are common sayings in China that “A parent/elderly hits children because of love” or “A 

kind mother usually raises a spoiled kid.”  For Chinese education or parenting, kindness is 

regarded as a weakness and the happiness of children is rarely addressed. In a collectivist 
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culture, children are expected to meet the expectations of their parents, elderlies, teachers, and 

the society, whereas free will, critical thinking, dignity, or authenticity are regarded as less 

essential (sometimes even threatening).  However, in such a culture, I was trained to be a 

disciplined, studious, and responsible citizen. 

 

II. Dinosaurs and Roman Catholicism 

 When I was studying in an Anglo-Chinese Catholic primary school, my favorite 

subject was science.  I liked learning about dinosaurs, space, and living things.  Since grade 

one, I loved to collect rocks and fossil stones.  The history of Earth and evolution of living 

things fascinated me. For example, what happened to the dinosaurs and why was it not 

mentioned in the Bible? Are there any other intelligent beings besides human beings?   

However, I could not ask these questions in the Catholic school.  I was told by my teachers that 

memorizing the facts in the science textbook was good enough for me to make a living in the 

future. I felt that it was sinful to question the Holy Bible. As a result, I hid my curiosity about 

dinosaurs.  My experience in learning science at school led to my skepticism towards Catholic 

Christianity and religion in general.  It is because I believe that any institution that attempts to 

censor children’s curiosity about the truths cannot be liberating.  There has been a constant 

struggle between reason and spirituality within me until now.   

 

 After completing my secondary education, I studied in a college in the United 

States.  My exposure to the Western way of thinking was eye-opening.  I enjoyed the freedom 
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of asking questions in class, which felt like a breath of fresh air.  Questions were welcomed 

rather than being censored in the US.  Besides dinosaurs, I became interested in studying the 

human mind. I participated in many research projects related to various topics, such as hypnosis, 

past-life regression, meditation, criminology, and more.  If you ask me what is the most 

profound thing that I have learned from college, I will say that learning how to study any 

phenomena in a scientific way.  I learned that science is not about accepting a received view or 

facts without question.  On the contrary, learning science is about learning how to think with 

reasons.  Moreover, we should not limit science to the scope of a small number of phenomena.  

We can inquire about anything in our daily life in a reasonable, systematic, and empirical 

manner. 

 

III. The Attainment-Driven Education 

 After graduating from college, I returned to Hong Kong. the situation in Hong Kong 

has not changed much. Following the footsteps of my parents, I worked as an elementary school 

teacher.  The curriculum of the Catholic primary school where I worked focused mainly on 

traditional subjects, such as language arts, mathematics, science, and social studies.  Subjects 

such as health and physical education or civic education comprises of a small proportion of the 

school curriculum. Students were still learning about animals and nature from textbook mostly.  

However, the school principal of this school, who was a father from the Dominican Catholic 

Church, was more opened to science.  Evolution could be addressed within acceptable 

boundaries.  The school hours were getting longer, and the content was also getting harder.  
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Quite often parents would sign up for hours of after-school tutoring for their children.  My 

students were always sleep deprived.  I often thought that it was ironic that education is 

supposed to be about guiding students to have a healthy, successful, and happy life, but it never 

teaches our students how to be happy right now.   

 

The attainment-driven trend of education is not limited to Hong Kong, but also across 

the globe.  This trend is detrimental to the wellbeing of students, teachers, and every stakeholder 

in the ecosystem. A Korean philosopher and educator, Bai (2019) criticized that our modern 

Westernized education system is training students to become learning machines through 

prioritizing “measurables” (e.g., grades, certificates, awards, and high income) rather than 

wellbeing. In addition, many students have been educated in an indoor environment, separated 

from the wonders of Mother Nature. Bai criticized that modern education system is depriving 

young people from their vital core and led to apathy towards human impact on the environment.  

In the United States, there is also a tendency to focus K-12 schools on traditional valued 

subjects, such as reading, writing, science, and math, whereas improving the quality of lifestyles 

often take a backseat (Tobin, 2017).  The current US education is putting more focus on 

preparation for entrance exams, higher education, or vocational careers, rather than personal or 

social transformation.  

 

To reverse such an unhealthy and dehumanizing trend in education, we need to an 

education system that awakens, heals, and liberates our youth from the existing unhealthy 
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culture and nurtures a more conscious, compassionate, and sustainable lifestyle.  Bai (2019) 

suggested the inclusion of contemplative exercises, such as breathing meditation and forest 

bathing, as part of education to reconnect students with nature so that they can understand the 

impermanent and interdependent nature of existence.  In the book entitled Happy Teachers 

Change the World, Hanh and Weare (2017) also argued that the increasingly attainment-driven 

education systems in many countries conditioned teachers and students to constantly work in a 

forward planning mode, which nurtures a lot of loneliness and emptiness in a society. To fill in 

the vacuum inside, people become addicted to sensual pleasures from video games, social 

media, drugs, or sex.  Hanh and Weare argued that education needs to prioritize happiness of 

all stakeholders in a school community and the practice of mindfulness is a tool for slowing 

down, being present, and experience happiness from within.   

 

IV. The Science of Wellbeing 

 Since 2009, I have been working as a foreign elementary teacher in a Thai public 

primary school.  There are about 350 students in the school from preschool to grade 12. In each 

homeroom, there are a male teacher and a female teacher, representing the father and the mom 

of students.  There is no staff room for teachers in my school.  Hence, teachers and students 

spend most of the day together in the same homeroom.  Everyone wears sandals in the 

classroom and the learning atmosphere is quite casual.  I think because we spend so much time 

talking and playing together, there is no clear boundary between formal and informal learning 

time.  Because of my close relationship with students, I get to know them in a personal way.  
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Quite often, adults believe that children do not have to face any stress.  However, from my 

experiences working as an elementary teacher for more than a decade, I have learned that many 

children face a lot of stress from school life (e.g., stress from schoolwork and exams, bullying) 

or family life (e.g., parental divorce, domestic abuse, or death of close relatives).  However, 

most children are not mature enough to comprehend and alleviate their intense emotional pain 

without proper guidance from adults.  When students could not cope with their negative 

emotions, they usually find it hard to focus and lose the motivation to learn. I become interested 

in looking for ways to improve my students’ emotional intelligence and wellbeing.   

 

 During the beginning of the Covid-19 pandemic, I taught a lesson on the corona 

virus in science class in my homeroom.  I showed my fourth graders a video with some basic 

facts about the virus and the precautions that they should take to protect themselves.  After 

watching the video, we had a short discussion.  One of the students asked, “I feel very scared.  

How can I feel better in this situation?” His question resonated with something that I feel deeply 

about, which was, science education cannot just stop here because scientific facts were not 

enough to alleviate my students’ difficult emotions in times of crises.  

 

 I believe that education should not limit to cold cognition. If the purpose of 

education is to enhance people’s quality of living, it should not exclude emotions and 

consciousness that are important aspects of human existence. Science, mathematics, or any 

subject is not just a tool for boosting the economy, but also a creative endeavor for enhancing 
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the quality of our daily lives. In chapter 6 of the World Happiness Report 2015, Layard and 

Hagell (2015) wrote that the wellbeing of students should be an explicit goal of every school 

and the priority of education for the 21st-century. Besides critical thinking and problem-solving 

skills, students need to be psychologically literate to handle the stress from disasters so that 

they can navigate their lives safely in difficult times.  Hence, I advocate for the inclusion of the 

science of wellbeing in a school’s curriculum.   

 

In 2010, I submitted a proposal to the school principal about developing a mindfulness 

training course for improving students’ mental wellbeing.  At that time, social emotional 

learning is rarely heard of in Thailand.  Like most parts of the world, Thai education system 

focused mainly on traditional core subjects, such as languages, math, and science.  The principal 

was quite surprised about my idea and asked, “How is mindfulness related to other subjects in 

the curriculum?” I replied, “Mindfulness is a tool for enhancing students’ focus, self-awareness, 

calmness, and wellbeing, which are essential for learning other subjects.”  There were other 

concerns among the school administrative committee, including whether I could represent 

Buddhist mindfulness correctly and whether the mindfulness program meet the ethical 

standards of the university.  After serious consideration, the school administrative committee 

approved the proposal and allowed me to teach the mindfulness course in the working skills 

class.  This marked the beginning of my journey in teaching the science of wellbeing. 
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Wellbeing is generally regarded as the experience of health, happiness, and prosperity 

(psychologytoday.com).  It is a multifaceted construct that includes various aspects of living, 

such as life satisfaction, good mental health, a sense of meaning or purpose in life, and an active 

lifestyle. In the past, economists in the West use GDP (i.e., Gross Domestic Product) and 

national per capital income as the indicators of citizens’ wellbeing.  However, in recent years, 

concerns emerged regarding the fact that these macro-economic statistics cannot provide a 

sufficiently detailed picture of the sense of wellbeing that ordinary people experience in their 

daily life (OECD, 2020).  In fact, since early 1970s, His Majesty Jigme Singye Wangchuck, the 

Fourth King of Bhutan, a Buddhist country in Southeast Asia, has been questioning if GDP 

alone can deliver happiness and wellbeing to a society.  His Majesty proposed the use of GNH 

(i.e., Gross National Happiness) as the measure of the quality of development of a nation.  His 

Majesty believes that the main purpose of a government is to create happiness for its people 

and happiness is possible when human society can live in harmony with nature.  Ura, Alkirie, 

and Zangmo (2012) explained that GNP includes nine domains: psychological wellbeing, time 

use, community vitality, cultural diversity, ecological resilience, living standard, health, 

education, and good governance. 

 

Bhutanese philosophy of wellbeing forms the basis of the research associated with the 

World Happiness Reports.  The authors of WHR (2020) reported that indicators of economic 

growth do not necessarily reflect individuals’ subjective wellbeing. Income becomes a less 

significant predictor of happiness once it has reached the level of satisfying basic needs. In fact, 

other factors such as equality and trust in social institutions, meaningful relationships, and 
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sustainable environment are equally, if not more, important for happiness.  Since the release of 

WHR, many organizations, such as Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development 

(OECD), seek to define and measure wellbeing of global citizens.  Researchers begin to put 

more focus on subjective wellbeing (SWB) of individuals.  For example, Robert Cummins from 

the Australian Centre of Quality of Life, defined SWB as an individual’s satisfaction with one’s 

standard of living, health, achievements in life, relationships, safety, community connectedness, 

future security, and spirituality or religion (Tomyn, Norrish & Cummins, 2013). The question 

that I seek to address here is, if many of the above objective conditions for wellbeing are not 

available to a person, such as during a global crisis like COVID-19, is it still possible for a 

person to have a sense of wellbeing?   

 

V. Science Education and Emotions 

 As the wellbeing of human beings are interdependent on the sustainability of other 

species and the conditions of abiotic part of nature, educating students about the science of 

wellbeing seems to be appropriate in a science classroom.  However, many science educators 

are still debating about this issue.  The conversation about the need to reform science education 

so that it reflects salient individual and societal needs has been going on for many decades. As 

far back as the late 19th century, John Dewey was exhorting educators to create and enact 

curricula that were related to everyday life. Since then, Atkins (1967), and then Roberts and 

Russell (1975) emphasized that an over-reliance of all educational research on empirical, 

hypotheses-testing techniques, has limited educational research to trivial issues that bear little 
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relevance to classroom practice or societal needs.  Several decades later, this conversation 

continues.  In the article entitled The much exaggerated death of crypto-positivism by Tobin 

and Kincheloe (2009) expressed their concern that many social scientists still embrace the 

schemas from positivism, which made them caught in a convergent process of inquiry and 

ended up studying same issues over their entire career without keeping up with rapidly changing 

social priorities.  On the other hand, important issues such as mass extinction, climate change, 

and wellbeing have not been seriously addressed by science educators. 

 

 In January 2019, I decided to pursue my doctoral degree in science education and 

my topic is about reframing science education through the lens of mindfulness for wellbeing 

and sustainable lifestyle. When I first began my doctoral study, several professors and graduate 

students asked me how mindfulness, emotional intelligence, and wellbeing are related to 

science education.  A friend of mine said most researchers in the field of science education 

study inquiry-based learning, model-based learning, or STEM, but very few are interested in 

studying emotions.  Another friend said mindfulness and wellbeing should be in the field of 

psychology or counselling, but not science education.  When I asked them why wellbeing 

should not be part of the science content, they said emotions, feelings, or mindfulness are 

something that cannot be observed or measured objectively and thus they are not interesting for 

scientists or engineers.  Some friends suggested that I should change my dissertation topic to 

scientific reasoning or metacognitive skills, which seem to be more relevant to science.   
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 I strongly disagree that emotions are irrelevant to science education.  In fact, there 

is an increasing number of research studies in neuroscience indicating that emotions play an 

important role in attention and cognition.  For example, Davidson’s (2008) study on the 

influence of meditation on emotional regulation indicates that emotion drives attention and 

meditation helps enhancing sustained attention, attention, and emotional regulation, and 

reduces emotional reactivity towards stimuli.  When people face crises, emotions often override 

logical reasoning due to the influence of amygdala, a part of the brain that controls fight or 

flight reactions.  Davidson and Begley’s (2012) experiments indicate that contemplative 

practices, such as mindfulness practice, can enhance psychological resilience towards stress 

through strengthening and increasing the connections between left prefrontal cortex and the 

amygdala.  Therefore, it is important for science educators to understand how emotions and 

mindfulness mediate cognition so that they can prepare the new generation to face various 21st-

century grand challenges. 

 

VI. Why Mindfulness? 

 The concept of mindfulness originated from the Buddhist traditions.  In Buddhist 

scriptures, mindfulness (sati in Sanskrit) is a mental state with clarity and awareness of the 

present bodily or mental phenomena. For example, Dalai Lama from Tibetan Buddhist tradition 

defined mindfulness as paying close attention to our thought processes (Hyland, 2015). Lama 

said that mindfulness practice aims at eliminating the unhelpful and misleading conceptions of 

self or an isolated self from the community. Venerable Pramote Pamojjo, a revered monk from 
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the Thai forest wisdom tradition, defined the mind as the “knower” of all physical and mental 

phenomena and mindfulness as a mental state that observe all phenomena with an impartial 

attitude.  V. Pamojjo explained that mindfulness is a wholesome state that allows a person to 

“see things as they are” and develop insight into a phenomenon.  Gunaratana (2014), a famous 

monk from Sri Lankan Theravada Buddhist tradition, explained that mindfulness is mirror 

thought and nonjudgmental observation, which is very much like a scientist observing an object 

under a microscope without any preconceived notions, only to see the object exactly as it is.  

For Buddhists, being able to think and feel is not the highest human potential.  The highest 

human potential for Buddhists is the ability of the mind to transcend all physical and mental 

phenomena through mindfulness and concentration.   

 

 Mindfulness has been practiced in the Eastern wisdom traditions for many 

centuries, but recently it is examined across different contexts of learning by Western scholars 

due to its potential in heightening awareness of self, others, and nature (Gunnlaugson et al., 

2014).  Contemporary psychologists and educators expand the definition of mindfulness and 

use the concept for other purposes, such as, improving sustained attention, reducing stress, 

treating chronic pain, and enhancing mental health. For example, Kabat-Zinn (1990) defined 

mindfulness as the awareness of momentary experiences with a non-identified, unbiased, open, 

and accepting attitude. Kabat-Zinn is an American medical science professor who created the 

Centre for Stress Reduction Clinic, where he teaches patients to alter their relationship with 

their chronic pain through practicing mindfulness.   
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 Besides medicine, mindfulness has been researched and applied in education 

setting. Tobin (2018, p. 112), describes mindfulness as “a way of being in the world, being in-

with others and being a self that is mutable, plural and context dependent.”   Tobin explained 

that mindfulness is practiced in daily life through being present, maintaining focus, showing 

compassion for self and others, being honest, fair, and dependable in social interactions, and 

serving as a steward to foster healthy lifestyles locally, globally, and beyond.    Tobin and his 

colleagues have undertaken many research studies that aim to develop reflexive tools for 

citizens across the age spectrum to enhance wellness and to ameliorate excess emotions.  They 

created tools such as Mindfulness in Education Heuristic (i.e., statements for heightening 

awareness of salient characteristics of a construct) and Jin Shin Jyutsu’s (JSJ) soft touch therapy 

for teachers and students alleviate intense emotions.  Tobin’s research work led to an expansion 

in the number of research hubs across the globe that applied meditation and mindfulness in 

college and K-12 schools for improving the quality of teaching and learning and the 

enhancement of wellbeing. 

 

 There has been a growing interest in integrating mindfulness practice with the 

education for sustainable development, but mainly among adult populations.  For example, 

Barrett et al. (2016) designed the Mindful Climate Action curriculum to help a group of 16 

adults to improve their health while simultaneously lowering their carbon footprints.  The pilot 

test results indicated that when participants became more mindful of their health, they were 
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more likely to adopt a low carbon lifestyle, that includes shifting towards a plant-based diet, 

decreasing energy use, reducing unnecessary purchasing, increasing active transport, and 

reducing automobile use.  In the study by Brown and Kasser (2005), mindfulness is associated 

with ecologically responsible behavior that is oriented towards the common good.  They 

explained that mindfulness helps people recognize that all beings are deeply connected to other 

beings and the world, including their actions, and thinking. 

 

OBJECTIVES 

I propose to address the following objectives in my thesis: 

Part 1 - Explore the characteristics of mindfulness and various approaches of 

mindfulness practice based on my lived experiences in an autobiographical study. 

Part 2 - Understand mindfulness practice from the perspectives of Buddhist traditions 

and the implications of mindfulness in wellbeing, literate citizenry, and sustainability through 

cogens. 

Part 3 - Investigate how science education can engage more fully with surrounding 

social and natural environment through developing and implementing a Mindfulness in Daily 

Life Heuristic among participants from various contexts and different countries. 
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CONTRIBUTIONS AND ANTICIPATED OUTCOME  

          In this study, I intend to redefine science education as lived experience of every 

global citizen through engaging my community in mindfulness practice and expanding the 

parameters of science beyond the walls of schools through an online forum. I aim at developing 

the MiDL Heuristics as a guideline for community mindfulness practice based on insights from 

my cogens with the Sangha, Vipassana experts and all coresearchers in the Thai forest Buddhist 

tradition.  The goal of this project is to catalyze transformation at individual, communal and 

societal levels for a healthy and sustainable society. 
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CONCLUSIONS  

I. Achieving Authenticity 

This dissertation is a critical reflection of my lived experiences in learning, practicing, 

teaching, and researching mindfulness practices within my school community and later 

collaborating with educators across the world.  The overarching framework of this research 

study is authentic inquiry, which has an emergent and contingent design.  The study is emergent 

because the scope and depth of this inquiry keeps expanding and evolving until now. The study 

is also contingent because all interventions including the mindfulness training programs for 

students, teachers, and parents, as well as the Mindfulness in Daily Life Heuristics are event-

oriented and aiming to address the salient needs of coresearchers in their social worlds.  

 

The goal of this authentic inquiry is to redefine and deliver a kind of science education 

that has ontological, educational, tactical, and catalytic authenticity. The mindfulness training 

programs described in this study have achieved ontological authenticity because they have 

transformed the worldviews and lifestyles of all coresearchers.  Through engaging in regular 

reflective practices, participants have become aware of the thoughts, emotions, and biases that 

they previously were unaware of.  I regard researchers as the main instrument in the process of 

any kind of inquiry.  Hence, it is important for researchers to understand their own ways of 

thinking and to notice how their ways of thinking are influencing their ways of living. Johann 

Wolfgang von Goethe asserted that human body is the greatest instrument to evaluate empirical 

experiences because it understands nature from inside-out (Beavington, 2021). When researchers 

enhance their self-awareness, the quality and impact of their inquiry will also become more 
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powerful.  Hence, I am advocating a kind of science education that begins from self-inquiry 

and extrapolates self-understanding to empathize with other beings as well as nature. 

 

This inquiry adopts a multilogical research methodology, meaning that it embraces 

diversity and regards difference as a valuable learning resource.  Through conducting 

cogenerative dialogues, multiple worldviews and voices across various age groups, 

occupations, and cultural backgrounds have been included in the research processes.    Thus, 

the study being undertaken has educational authenticity, meaning that the inquiry addresses the 

needs of all coresearchers, especially those who do not have access to resources that are 

essential for their wellbeing. For example, during the pandemic, many teachers and students 

have been facing a lot of new challenges and stress.  They need to adapt to learning in a new 

virtual environment, spending long hours staring at the screen, or for some teachers, facing 

unemployment.  Although these participants do not consider themselves as mentally ill and may 

not seek help from psychologists, they are suffering from a lot of anxiety and stress that may 

negatively affect their wellness and wellbeing. In this study, I would like to expand the role of 

science educators beyond the scope of delivering reductionist scientific methodology, beyond 

the walls of classrooms, and relate to the daily salient needs of other global citizens.  Through 

providing free online science education during the pandemic, I intended to enhance the 

scientific literacy and psychological resilience of the participants and their community during 

the pandemic. The MiDL heuristics and Facing Crises with Equanimity Forum addressed 

people’s concerns about healthcare, stress management, equity of education, xenophobia, 
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racism, sustainable development, and diet through the lens of polysemia.  As a result, science 

education on this forum has become relational, holistic, and contextualized. 

 

My coresearchers and I intend to achieve personal and social transformation through 

nurturing mindfulness, mental stability, resilience, compassion, and agency among ourselves 

and the youth. The study has achieved tactical authenticity, meaning that participants used the 

new knowledge that they acquired from cogens to help other people in need. This study also 

has catalytic authenticity because the actions of coresearchers triggered a chain of ripple 

effects among their communities and gradually raised the awareness of wellbeing and 

sustainability of others. For example, in the beginning, only a few teachers from my school 

joined the mindfulness PLC.  Later, the PLC members invite other teachers to join.  During 

the pandemic, educators from America, Singapore, Nepal, Taiwan, and Hong Kong joined the 

online forum and shared their insights during the pandemic.  The ripple effects of this 

authentic inquiry began from transformation within myself, followed by transformation 

among my students, my colleagues, and then to a greater community of science educators in 

the world.    

 

II. Highlights of Each Chapter 

The five essays in this dissertation explore a range of questions and philosophical 

concepts, including wellbeing, mindfulness education, education for sustainability, and inquiry 

paradigms.  In my autobiographical study in chapter 2, I used thick descriptions to document 

my cultural roots, my childhood, my education background, and my work experience as an 
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elementary school teacher.  I explained how my lived experiences put me in the path of 

mindfulness practice, what I have learned from various great mentors along the way, and how 

I applied what I have learned to my teaching and researching practices in science education.   

Before I learned about mindfulness practice, I was a burnt-out teacher who felt trapped 

in an education system that was competitive, stressful, and depleting.  However, since I learned 

about mindfulness in Thailand, I have recognized the capacity of my mind to know myself and 

to slowly transform my relationship with stress. I discovered a way to cultivate resilience and 

peace within myself despite all of the problems happening in my environment. Through 

engaging in over a decade of self-inquiry and contemplating the nature of suffering, my lived 

experiences in mindfulness practice has transformed my worldview, how I understand the 

world, how I relate to my school community, and how I live my daily life. Most importantly, 

mindfulness guides me to discover a meaningful purpose for science education.  I realized that 

science education is not about imposing a certain way of thinking or content on our students.  

Instead, science education should aim to educate students to become conscious inquirers, to 

become aware of their ways of thinking, to transcend all ideologies (e.g., atomism, 

individualism, and materialism), to understand and embrace what makes us human, and to 

recognize our interbeing with nature.   

 

I recognized that mindfulness is a very important competency for one’s wellbeing.  

Hence, I began to learn different approaches to introduce mindfulness to my students. In chapter 

3, I talked about how I used mindfulness practices to help students understand themselves, 

develop meaningful relationships with peers and nurture appreciation and compassion for plants 
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and other animals. Besides introducing mindfulness to students, I also conducted mindfulness 

training programs for other teacher and parents. I explored the opportunities along with several 

challenges that I have faced when introducing mindfulness to Thai students as a foreign female 

mindfulness teacher-researcher. I have learned that it is essential for teachers of mindfulness to 

adopt polysemic and nonjudgmental attitudes towards different knowledge systems and 

cultures.  For science education and mindfulness practice to be transformative and liberating, 

teachers should aim to inspire students rather than indoctrinating students.  

 

In chapter 4, I interpreted my journey in sharing mindfulness practice with a few like-

minded colleagues.  Through conducting collaborative classroom research with them, 

mindfulness has been taught across multiple grade levels in the school and integrated with a 

few subjects in the formal curriculum.  The curriculum and pedagogy of these programs are 

based on the teachings of a few influential teachers, including the insight of interbeing from 

Hanh, the practice of Four Foundations of Mindfulness from V. Thong, the cultivation of 

wisdom from V. Pamojjo and his teaching assistants, the application of mindfulness heuristics 

in education from Tobin, animalism from Bai, and many others.  I intend to show that cultural 

transformation is possible through nurturing a mindful community. 

 

During the Covid-19 pandemic, I used the insights from my lived experiences to design 

and implement mindfulness heuristics among a group of adults who suffered from stress and 

anxiety.  In chapter 5, through describing and interpreting the case study of Bethany, I intend 

to show how mindfulness can help global citizens from different walks of life cultivate mental 
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stability and resilience through altering their perceptions and relationships with their thoughts 

and emotions.  In such uncertain times, when many parts of the world are suffering from 

unprecedented pandemic, floods, and political unrest, mindfulness can help us understand 

suffering in a much deeper level, enhance our agency to respond to crises, and turn suffering 

into opportunities for awakening as well as meaningful transformation.  From Bethany’s 

example, I want to demonstrate that life can be difficult, but we do not need to suffer with it.  

Negative emotions, including sadness, anger, fear, and frustration, are tools for us to understand 

ourselves.  If we bring gentle curiosity to learn about these difficult emotions, they will become 

our greatest teachers in our lives.   

 

This study has an emergent design because the plan of my doctoral study unfolded in 

many unexpected turns.  Originally, I was planning to conduct a new mindfulness training 

program during science class in my homeroom.  However, Covid-19 pandemic began, and my 

school was closed. There was a lot of anxiety and stress among my family, students, colleagues, 

and friends. Two of my Canadian friends, who are Luangpor Pramote Pamojjo’s students, were 

stuck in Thailand due to the lock down. I decided to invite them to engage in cogens so that we 

could find creative solutions to help people around us.  Their generous and candid sharing 

dramatically changed the way I understand the nature of the mind, mindfulness, and 

enlightenment. Later, they introduced a few other avid Vipassana teachers to talk to me.  As a 

result, these above cogens became a major part of my doctoral research study and are interpreted 

in chapter 6.  According to these Vipassana teachers, the human mind has the potential to rise 

above all physical and mental phenomena.  There is another level of knowing or existence that 
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is above the content of our stories and that is sensing what is sponsoring our thoughts, emotions, 

and actions.  This level of knowing allows us to see how feelings and emotions are meditating 

our cognition.  In Buddhism, it is called the knowing mind or the stable observer.  This knowing 

mind is the key to cultivate a peaceful mind that can live harmoniously in an imperfect world.  

Besides writing this chapter, Koffman and I also shared these insights on an online public forum 

with other educators across the world during the pandemic.  We hope that through meaningful 

discussions and mindfulness practice, our communities could gather resources and wisdom to 

alleviate the pain, anxiety, fear, and grief resulting from the pandemic. 

 

 I am not arguing that mindfulness can solve all current grand challenges facing 

humanity, such as overconsumption, climate change, mass extinction, and mental illnesses. 

However, I believe the cultivation of mindfulness is crucial to the survival and wellbeing of our 

children and the sustainability of our planet because it reveals a higher potential of the human 

mind to become self-aware and transcend extant conditions.   

 

III. Emerging Themes 

In the next session, I identify five themes that emerge from my autobiography, cogens 

with mindfulness practitioners, and conversations with other coresearchers. Based on the new 

insights derived from the five essays, I hope to generate a few new mindfulness heuristics for 

citizens from all walks of life across the life span, who have the humility and courage to look 

within themselves, to see suffering as a learning opportunity, to challenge the status quo, and 

to evolve consciously through the Anthropocene era. 
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A. Wellbeing is realized through understanding suffering 

Happiness is a feeling that is available from within us here and now. It does not 

have to come from another person or external materials. To help students recognize the 

inner potential of happiness, teachers first need to learn how to transform the violence 

within themselves into wisdom and compassion. Quite often, western contemporary 

psychologists define suffering as negative emotions, whereas for Buddhism all 

phenomena, whether happiness or sadness, are symptoms of suffering. What exactly is 

suffering in a Buddhist sense? The cause of suffering is the desire to pursue lasting 

happiness from things that are impermanent and uncontrollable. The violence within us 

is caused by the mind that has been struggling to get more happiness and to avoid 

suffering. Buddhist mindfulness aims at understanding the fundamental causes of 

suffering through cultivating a nonjudgmental attitude towards all our lived experiences. 

Like myself, I had been through great suffering and learned how to live with it in peace. 

After learning how to take care of myself, I began to have more energy to help my 

family, students, and other fellow teachers. 

 

Teachers can invite their students to practice together. Teachers and students can 

form a community to contemplate the causes of their suffering and seek for creative 

solutions to transform suffering into great learning opportunities. Hanh said building a 

sangha (i.e., a mindfulness practice group) in a school community is crucial to transform 



150 
 

 
 

the culture of the community. A sangha uses the lenses of mindfulness, inclusion, 

compassion, and equanimity to examine suffering as it is and learn to take collective 

responsibility to solve problems. As Hanh said, “No mud, no lotus.” Without 

understanding suffering, happiness and wellbeing are not possible.  

 

A sangha does not have to limit to human beings only. When I was an elementary 

school teacher, I always took my students to visit the trees in our school’s garden. I invited 

my students to hug the trees and talk to them. Trees are the shelters of many smaller 

creatures. Being present and connecting with other species living among these trees was a 

wonderful exercise to nurture deep relaxation within us. I always imagine what the trees 

and these creatures want human beings to do for them. How do they want to be treated? I 

like to touch the insects, snails, earthworms, and frogs in front of my students and let them 

know that they are not harmful. After a while, my students became less fearful towards 

these little animals and felt more curious about them. As we got more familiar with them, 

animals became our friends rather than just objects for us to observe. 

 

  Last, but not least, school administrators can promote teachers’ best practices in 

growing happiness among students with each other through conferences, professional 

development activities, and social media. We can influence education policies through 

promoting national awareness of wellbeing. In 1991, Hanh wrote, “Mindfulness must be 

engaged. Once there is seeing, there must be acting. Otherwise, what’s the use of seeing?” 
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(Neumann, 2017, p.10). What he meant was mindfulness is for bringing peace and justice 

to the world. All the Buddhist mindfulness teachers that I came across always tell their 

students to donate their good merits to all beings in the world after practicing mindfulness. 

My friend, Nun Wu, once said when we practice for a selfless cause, the happiness that we 

feel is much greater. For Buddhists, they practice mindfulness to understand that they 

cannot be happy when other beings around them are not happy, and they cannot be free 

from suffering if they harm other beings.  

 

B. Mindfulness practice includes cultivating awareness and wisdom 

Quite often, people thought mindfulness practice is the same as meditation. 

Hence, they cannot connect mindfulness with learning. However, meditation is simply 

one of the many contemplative practices that support the cultivation of mindfulness. 

Hahn teaches that mindfulness is about noticing and reclaiming our freedom in every 

moment of our daily lives (Neumann, 2017). That means mindfulness practice is 

remembering and noticing what our body and mind are doing in our daily lives. 

 

Educators have a keen interest in research information about the relationship 

between the brain and students’ learning. The fields of neuroscience and cognitive 

science, together with the advancement of noninvasive imaging technologies (e.g., 

positron emission tomography (PET) and functional magnetic resonance imaging 

(fMRI), provided us with a lot of new insights about the anatomy and functions of the 
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brain. According to the book entitled How People Learn – Brain, Mind, Experience, and 

School by National Research Council (NRC, 2009), some key findings about the 

relationship between the brain and learning from neuroscience and cognitive science 

include: 1) learning changes the physical structure of the brain, and 2) learning organizes 

and alter the structure of the brain. Neuroscientists such as Davidson and Irwin (1999) 

conducted several studies identifying the underlying neuro circuits of positive and 

negative emotions in the human brain. Their studies suggested that now scientists can 

predict what emotions arise in a person through examining a brain scan. However, 

understanding how the brain functions does not necessarily mean understanding how 

the mind works. The brain is a physical organ, whereas the mind is wherever our 

attention goes.  

 

Mental phenomena, such as feelings and emotions, are highly subjective and 

refined. For example, every individual has their unique way in perceiving, relating to, 

and reacting to anger. Moreover, changing the brain chemistry does not necessarily 

transform the mind. For example, there is no pill on Earth that can help us learn a new 

skill, like science, math, or playing music. Although we can eat nutritious food to 

enhance the health of the brain, we need to train our mind to build the new skill through 

concentration, self-reflection, patience, and practice. Learning a new skill builds new 

pathways in the brain, and a functional brain facilitates effective learning. However, the 

brain and the mind are two different aspects of existence that require different kinds of 

care.  
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In the fifth essay I analyze social interactions selected from cogens involving 

four Vipassana practitioners with Theravada Buddhist lineages. The analyses show that 

the body and mind are two separate entities. I asked Koffman how the body is separate 

from the mind. He explained that the word “separate” might be a bit misleading. Perhaps 

using the word “distinguish” or “differentiate” may be more appropriate. Physicality is 

different from mentality. For example, physical change is slower and less visible 

compared to the change of mental phenomena, whereas our mind changes from one 

thought to another from moment to moment. The body is tangible, whereas the mind 

has no form or a physical location. V. Nimmalo mentioned that the mind is wherever 

the receiving point of our attention is. Although the mind may have physical 

manifestation, such as changes in the brainwaves, heart rate, or breath, these physical 

manifestations are not fully reliable measures of the mind. However, the human mind 

has the potential to observe itself. He said understanding the mind requires mental tools, 

such as mindfulness and concentration. Mindfulness and concentration allow us to know 

our own thoughts, feelings, and emotions without the help of external assessments by 

outsiders.  

 

Mindfulness means remembering our body and mind, whereas mindlessness is 

forgetting about our body and mind. Hanh (2011) described this body and mind of ours 

as follows: 
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Our home is made up of our body, feelings, emotions, perceptions, and 

consciousness. The territory of our home is large, and we are the monarch 

who is responsible for it. We should know how to go home to ourselves and 

take care of our body and our mind. (p. 42) 

 

Going home to ourselves means being present with our body and mind. We can 

train our mind to be present by using an object as the home for the mind, such as breath, 

body movement, a keyword, or an image. For example, over the past ten years, I practice 

mindful breathing and walking meditation with students in the morning to set a mindful 

tone for a day. For mindful breathing, we notice the in-breath and the out-breath through 

the nostrils or the movement of our bellies. Whenever the mind wanders away from the 

object, we know so and keep noticing. The same principle applies to walking meditation, 

but we use the movement of the whole body or our legs as the object of focus. These 

exercises help children train their mind to focus in the here and now and to remember 

the feeling of a wandering mind. Based on my experiences, after three to four weeks of 

daily practice, students usually reported that they notice their breath from time to time 

throughout the day. Practicing mindfulness helps students learn to slow down, relax, be 

present, and have fun. I notice that students can focus better when there are more 

moments of silence in the classroom.  

 



155 
 

 
 

Mindfulness practice includes two parts, which are cultivating present 

awareness and cultivating wisdom. Wisdom is the understanding of the three 

characteristics (i.e., impermanence, non-self, unsatisfactoriness) of this body and mind. 

Luangpor Pramote said when we understand the nature of the body, we also understand 

the nature of the mind. For example, if we observe our hair, we notice that old hair is 

constantly replaced by new hair. However, our identity does not reside in our hair 

because it is always changing. In fact, our identity does not reside in any part of our 

body because it is always changing and aging. However, we usually have an idea about 

our appearance and our health condition that we may not notice the subtle changes in 

our body. When we do not accept the impermanent and nonself nature of the body, our 

mind suffers with the body when we get sick. Hence, mindfulness practice aims to 

cultivate an equanimous attitude towards the inevitable changes happening in our body 

and mind. 

 

Nonself means that this body and mind of ours are not who we are.  They are 

conditioned by our habits, our upbringing, our culture, and our environment to react to 

triggers in certain patterns.  Quite often, our daily existence is on autopilot mode.  We 

get lost in the stories in our head without knowing how our body, thoughts, and emotions 

influence our actions and how we are interdependent on our surrounding environment.  

As our mind moves from one thought to another at a very fast speed, we have the 

impression that our identity is continuous and unchangeable.  Moreover, our body and 

mind automatically react to stimuli so fast that we think our identity is self-existing and 
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separate from the rest of the world.  However, according to V. Pramote and other 

experienced mindfulness practitioners, with enough mindfulness and concentration they 

notice that this body and mind of ours moves from one moment to the next without a 

fixed identity.  This body and mind move and change every moment without anyone 

controlling the process. Therefore, when our mind stops sustaining things that cannot 

be sustained, and stops controlling things that cannot be controlled, it follows the flow 

of nature and lets go of suffering. 

 

In the MiDL Heuristic study, Bethany’s understanding of the three 

characteristics of her body and mind helped her become more impartial to both physical 

and mental suffering. In Bethany’s reflective journal, she mentioned that knowing that 

her thoughts and emotions are nonself is a very empowering and touching experience. 

She learned that no matter how hard she tries, this body and mind of hers are always 

changing and not under her control. However, she learned that she had a choice, and she 

did not need to be taken over by her thoughts and emotions. Her story indicates that 

with mindfulness, we nurture understanding and compassion towards ourselves. The 

body and mind will never be perfect but that is okay. We take care of our body and mind 

with a nonjudgmental attitude so that we will not add more suffering to ourselves. 

Mindfulness helps us take life less personally.  
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It is crucial for children to understand the transient and nonself nature of the 

mind because the mind plays a crucial role in learning and being.  Moreover, 

understanding the nature of the mind can help remove the effect of labeling on students 

with learning disabilities. For example, about 6 years ago, I taught my fourth graders 

the nature of our puppy mind in lesson 2 of Paws.b mindfulness training program for 

children. I mentioned that the mind is similar to a puppy. Our mind does not like to stay 

still, that it does not always bring back things that we like, and that it is not controllable. 

A student called John (pseudonym) diagnosed with ADHD (i.e., Attention Deficit 

Hyperactive Disorder) was surprised to hear that. Below is a vignette of our 

conversation: 

John: I thought I am special because I have ADHD. I thought only my mind 

is not controllable.  

Wong: That’s not true. Everyone’s mind is similar to a puppy. We are 

always distracted.   

 

Then I asked the whole class to do an experiment. I invited students to focus on 

their breath and notice how many times their mind wandered away from their breath. 

After three minutes of practice, I asked students to raise their hands if they noticed that 

their mind wandered. Almost every student raised their hands. John marveled, “Then I 

guess my mind is not that special.” I said, “You are right. Our mind always gets 

distracted. But we are not our mind. In fact, we can train the puppy mind to focus. We 
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just have to be patient and kind to our mind.” John became very interested in observing 

his own mind. He told me that the medication that he had been taking made him feel 

like something was restricting his mind. However, mindfulness practice became a fun 

way for him to understand his puppy mind. A few years later, I saw him teach a new 

student how to observe anger with mindfulness. It seemed like he had learned to live 

with his puppy mind in harmony. 

 

Our mind does not have a fixed and independent identity because our 

preferences, emotions, memory, and attention change according to the existing 

conditions within and situational factors. For example, we cannot force the mind to 

focus when we feel tired, sick, or angry. Luangpor Pramote always says that the 

prerequisite for concentration to arise is happiness. Our mind automatically becomes 

focused when it is relaxed and happy. If teachers understand the uncontrollable nature 

of their own mind through mindfulness practice, they will know that training the mind 

to focus requires patience and compassion. They will understand that it is natural for 

students to get distracted from time to time and that punishment does not help students 

focus better. Moreover, if teachers understand how the human mind works, they will 

also know that nurturing happiness and wellbeing is the key to effective learning. 

 

To nurture a happy learning community, the first thing that teachers should do 

is to nurture happiness within themselves. Hanh has a famous quote, “Happy teachers 
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can change the world.”  It means that teachers’ happiness is crucial to students’ learning. 

When teachers know how to take care of their stress, they have more emotional energy 

to support their students. Abevaroni, Jennings, Greenburg, Harris and Katz’s (2013) 

study on the protective effects of mindfulness against burnout among teachers indicates 

that mindfulness has a strong negative correlation with emotional exhaustion, 

depersonalization, and low personal achievement. Moreover, their study also shows that 

mindfulness-based stress reduction training promotes the wellbeing of educators, 

classroom learning environment, and students. From this example, we can see that 

teachers’ social emotional competence has a strong influence on students’ wellbeing. 

  

C. The understanding of nonself leads to compassion and sustainability 

Our idea of self is usually derived from this body and mind of ours. Ven. 

Nimmalo explained that in the beginning of mindfulness practice, we may notice that 

the body and mind are two different entities. If we allow the body to move naturally, we 

may see the body is moving whereas the mind is something other than the body. Later, 

we accumulate more mindfulness energy, we also learn that the mind that knows and 

the mental phenomenon that is being observed are two different things. We begin to be 

able to differentiate more refined mental phenomena, such as feelings, thoughts, 

perceptions, and emotions. The body, feelings, cognition, mental formations, and 

consciousness are known as the five aggregates.  
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Human beings regard these five aggregates as a self, that is, a fixed, immutable, 

and independent ego. However, Luangpor Pramote explains that the belief of having a 

self is delusional because the five aggregates are just like parts of a car. He said we 

cannot claim that the wheel is a car, or that the engine is a car. Each component of a car 

has its own function, but it is not a car itself. He also said anything that can be observed 

is not a self.  

 

In Buddhism, suffering originates from ignorance about the nature of our five 

aggregates. For example, when we are totally immersed in thinking, we believe that our 

thoughts are real, and the thoughts are coming from us. So, whatever the thoughts say, 

we have reactions to it. We either follow them or reject them. And when we feel angry, 

we think that the anger belongs to us, that it is our anger, or it is a part of who we are. 

However, if we are experiencing thoughts from a mindful mind, a mind that is not 

immersed in the contents of our thoughts, we are able to observe this body and mind 

from a higher perspective. We can distinguish different components that made up the 

idea of a self. Suffering, including physical pain, stressful feelings, thoughts, or 

emotions, can become something for us to observe, to understand, and to learn from. 

We can take life less personally.  

 

According to my cogen with Koffman, Luangpor Pramote mentioned when we 

understand ourselves, we understand the world. V. Nimmalo said when we understand 
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ourselves, we understand the others as well. We see everybody as friends in a sense that 

every living thing loves happiness and hates suffering. We are all just made of 

physicality and mentality, not a person. He said the more we understand the world, the 

less we suffer. We start from understanding this body and mind of ours and we can 

extrapolate to the rest of the world.  When we understand that we are not that different 

from other animals and nature, that we are all impermanent and interdependent, then 

there is no more self-existing and expanding egos.  There is no need to compete against 

each other for survival. We will be one with nature.  

 

Every year, I invite students to contemplate the nature of our existence through 

an exercise called What am I made of from the Plum Village. Quite often, when the 

children brainstorm what they are made of, they notice that their body has borrowed 

elements from the rain, the ocean, other animals, plants, and minerals. They also learn 

that the contents in their mind came from their ancestors, parents, teachers, books, social 

media, traditions, and society. Moreover, our body is constantly exchanging elements 

with our surrounding environment. When we live on this planet, we borrow this body 

and mind of ours temporarily and we need to return them to nature one day. We are not 

different from these elements because we are all transient. 

 

In the MiDL case study, when Bethany recognized the potential of her mind to 

observe her thoughts, she said she felt empowered and relieved because she was not her 
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thoughts. Before participating in the MiDL training, Bethany believed that she could 

control the thoughts that arose in her mind, and so she should be responsible for her 

thoughts. However, when she noticed that thinking is the mind’s natural state and that 

she had no control over what thoughts naturally arose in her mind, she became less 

judgmental towards herself. Understanding the non-self (i.e., uncontrollable) nature of 

the mind leads to an equanimous attitude towards stressful thoughts and emotions, and 

hence reducing one’s suffering. Moreover, she also judged her partner and others less 

because she understood that the others suffer from the same condition, that is, nobody 

can control their own mind.  

 

Luangpor Pramote always says the original mind is bright and pure. Compassion 

is more natural to human beings than hatred and violence. When we break down the 

idea of self into smaller components, our lives become less centered around the self. We 

can release the potential of the mind to feel for the suffering of others and to care for 

others. We can shift our attention from satisfying every need of our ego to connecting 

ourselves with others. I am not saying that mindfulness is the magic bullet of removing 

my suffering in an instance. However, with mindfulness, I learn to take care of my 

suffering in harmony and also to help others to do so. For me, being able to help myself 

and others is the greatest joy because now my life has a purpose. My life is a temporary 

property that I borrowed from the world, and so I should live to serve the others.  
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Bethany had a similar realization during the mindfulness training. After 

experiencing the benefits of mindfulness practice, Bethany had the desire to help others 

reduce their suffering. She shared her insights with her partner and her family so that 

they could experience more happiness. She also wrote that shifting the focus from 

herself to others brought her joy.  For example, she felt happy to buy a yoga mat for her 

best friend or thought about some nice things that she could do for her mother. These 

are good examples that indicate compassion for others begins from self-compassion and 

self-care. 

 

D. Science and spirituality are not mutually exclusive 

Science, mathematics, and technology originated from human beings’ curiosity 

towards nature and our place in this vast universe. During ancient times, there was no 

clear distinction between science and spirituality. Our ancestors used their prior lived 

experiences and whatever knowledge they got to solve their daily life problems. As 

human knowledge became more sophisticated, Western philosophers proposed ways to 

make the process of reasoning more systematic and rational so that it was not biased by 

personal beliefs or superstition. The foundations of modern philosophy and scientific 

reasoning were based on Descartes’ philosophy of systematic doubt. In Descartes’ 

Discourse on Method (1637), he stated that, “Question everything and all previous 

authorities. Accept as true only what is absolutely certain.” Combining his knowledge 

of mechanics, physics, and mathematics, Descartes postulated that nature itself has a 
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perfect geometric and mathematical order. To analyze any question, we can break it 

down into its smaller parts, working from simple issues towards more complex ones. 

Moreover, he said to avoid deductive error, we should not be too confident about our 

theory. We must keep testing and retesting through empirical means to verify the theory. 

Descartes’ philosophy influenced many Enlightenment philosophers, who sought to 

find the logical/mathematical order of the universe so that they can understand man’s 

place in the universe and how we can govern ourselves. Descartes’ ontological and 

epistemological assumptions have a far-reaching impact on Western science because 

they formed the foundation of positivism and empiricism.  

 

In the past 400 years, positivist research dominated both natural sciences and 

social sciences. Indeed, empirical research has made a lot of contributions in the 

advancements of natural sciences, medical science, and technology. However, like other 

inquiry paradigms, positivism and empiricism have their limitations. For example, in 

the past few decades, positivist research has been under criticism because of its 

mechanistic and reductionistic dynamics (Kincheloe & Tobin, 2009). Other critique 

includes the focus of positivist research on collecting aggregate data in a 

decontextualized way, neglecting a researcher’s role as the main instrument, and 

disregarding the agency of subjects. Because of positivist research’s overemphasis on 

quantification and objectivity, science has become disconnected from the daily needs of 

individuals. The culture of positivism has far-reaching effects in K-12 science 

education. 
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For example, science curriculum in many K-12 schools focuses mostly on 

studying phenomena that are external to students. Important topics, like wellness, 

wellbeing, sustainable lifestyle, or crises management are put on the backseat of a 

curriculum. Students have been too busy sending their mind out to see, to hear, to think, 

and to do things and they do not have time to look within themselves. Besides being 

unaware of themselves, our students are also disconnected from the real world. They 

spend most of their time sitting in classrooms and being isolated from nature (Bai, 

2019). They learn about nature mostly from textbooks, experiments, or group projects 

happening within the walls of classrooms. They learn about other animals by dissecting 

them in the laboratory rather than being present with them when they are alive 

(Beavington, 2021). This is because our modern science education is assuming that 

researchers are separate from the researched, that human beings are superior to other 

living things, and that living things are separate from nonliving things. The problem is 

that as long as we are teaching our children that human beings are separate and above 

the other parts of the ecosystem, education for sustainable development will remain as 

a theory or a group of ideas. The outcome of an uprooted science education is a 

generation of angry and empty young people that are disconnected from themselves, the 

others, and nature.  
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The cause of environmental problems is mainly our ignorance about how our 

worldview and values influence the way we treat other components of nature. If science 

education does not prioritize wellbeing, why is it important for our youth to learn 

science? Rather than limiting science to phenomena that can be quantified, students 

should learn science as a lived experience, that is, to learn how to use rationality, ethics, 

and compassion to face everyday life challenges. For example, in higher education, 

science educators like Tobin and his colleagues have been conducting research about 

the regulation of emotions and wellness through oriental medicine and mindfulness 

practice among teachers and students (Tobin, 2015). Psychologists including Davidson 

(2009), Goleman (2005), and medical doctors such as Kabat-Zinn take a scientific 

approach to study how people can regulate their negative emotions through mindfulness 

meditation. Therefore, K-12 schools should not confine science in traditional subject 

boundaries, such as biology, chemistry, and physics. K-12 teachers of science need to 

guide our youth to reconnect with themselves (e.g., body, mind, and prior lived 

experiences), with others (e.g., parents, grandparents, local community, and global 

communities), and with nature (e.g., other species, minerals, rivers, and forests). Science 

learning should be practical, transdisciplinary (e.g., STEM), reflective, cross-cultural, 

cross-generation, and cross-species.  

 

 In this dissertation, I intend to reunite spirituality and science and explore how 

mindfulness practice from Buddhist wisdom philosophies can compensate the limitation 

of current science education. I advocate that science education does not have to adopt a 
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mathematical, mechanistic, formula-laden lens to conduct inquiry. Beavington and Bai 

(2021) proposed that Goethean scientific methodology, which adopts a conscious-

process-participatory epistemology, is more appropriate for studying phenomena related 

to biodiversity, climate change, plant growth, and other biological and physical entities.  

Their proposal is based on a concern for ethical values and preserving humanity as part 

of the whole ecosystem.    

 

Spiritual and existential topics are rarely addressed in science because many 

scientists regarded them as too subjective or not measurable. However, spirituality is 

not necessarily devoid of rationality. For example, in mindfulness practice, we 

understand ourselves by distinguishing our existence in terms of smaller components, 

such as body and mind, or five aggregates. Throughout the day, we observe the changes 

of our body and mind with the theoretical framework of the impermanent, non-self, and 

unsatisfactory nature of existence. When we collect enough evidence, our mind can 

transcend biases, superstition, and ideologies.  

 

Besides identifying smaller components of phenomena, Buddhism also takes a 

holistic approach to study the complex dialectical relationships among phenomena, such 

as dependent origination (i.e., a vision of life that we see everything as interconnected, 

and that nothing exists alone.) Buddhists believe that when we understand the complex 

interdependent cause and effect relationships among natural phenomena, we can 
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eradicate selfishness, self-importance, violence, greed, and ignorance, and attain 

enlightenment. In most research studies on mindfulness in the field of contemporary 

psychology, mindfulness has been examined as an isolated and operationalized 

construct. However, in Buddhism, mindfulness cannot exist or be developed alone. In 

order for mindfulness to arise, it requires the right conditions, such as morality and 

concentration. Mindfulness is part of the whole Noble Eightfold Path.  

 

Throughout my doctoral study, I sensed a division between science and spirituality. 

I came across many scientists and science educators who are skeptical about 

mindfulness because of its religious association. On the other hand, I also met a few 

monks who commented that scientists and scholars in general have not seen the 

truths through direct experiences. I consider this division as unnecessary and even 

harmful. Science and spirituality are not mutually exclusive ways of knowing. 

Many scientific inquiries originate from our intuition, our imagination, our desire 

to help others, and our curiosity about this cosmos. It is dangerous to teach, learn, 

or apply science in an “uprooted” manner. What I mean here is that modern science 

focuses too much on removing humanity from scientific inquiry but neglects the 

lived experiences and agency of people that are involved in an inquiry (both 

researchers and the researched). Therefore, teachers of science need to be vigilant 

towards the impact of various ideologies on students’ learning and wellbeing.  They 

need to become aware of and avoid instilling symbolic violence during the process 

of teaching science and not to impose a metanarrative or a fixed worldview with 



169 
 

 
 

their authority.  On the other hand, I think there is room for doubt in spirituality. If 

the purpose of spirituality is to help people transform and transcend, then it should 

leave room for people to question, to learn, to change, and to grow. Self-inquiry, 

like scientific inquiry, is a life-long journey.  

 

E. Mindfulness raises science education above materialism 

Our Mother Earth is in this dire state because of human beings’ ignorance about 

the possibility of happiness beyond sensual pleasures.  Our modern lifestyle, education 

system, and political system have not been evolving beyond materialism. From the past 

until now, human beings have been conditioned to think that the source of happiness 

comes from sensual pleasure.  As a result, they strive to maximize access to resources 

so that they can sustain their body and mind, and their external living conditions to a 

satisfactory level. People have been devoting all their energy to attainment, such as 

higher degrees, well-paid jobs, comfortable homes, exciting vacations, social 

recognition, and happy relationships, so that we can feel somewhat happy one day in 

the future.  We keep exploiting other species to feel adequate and safe. We have been 

using science, technology, and other resources to make our lives more convenient, and 

to keep ourselves comfortable and entertained so that we do not have to face the transient 

and uncertain nature of our existence. Most people know that they as well as their 

beloved ones will get old, sick, and die one day. But most of us rarely have a chance to 

learn how to deal with anger, grief, or depression when crises happen in our lives.  
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Hence, indulging in sensual pleasures becomes our escape from reality. However, if we 

do not recognize that the happiness deriving from sensual pleasures (good taste, smell, 

sight, touch, sound, and exciting thoughts in our heads) is short-lived, unreliable, and 

unsubstantial, we will continue to yearn for more.  This is what Bai called the Hungry 

Ghost Phenomenon (Bai, 2019). 

 

Mindfulness education is gaining popularity because Western scholars 

discovered various benefits associated with it, including higher concentration, better 

emotional regulation, reduced stress, and improved health.  So far, there is considerable 

studies showing that mindfulness meditation is associated with higher concentration, 

lower emotional reactivity (Davidson, 2008), faster recovery from trauma (Wamsler, 

2018), and healthier lifestyle (Grabow et al., 2018).  However, according to Buddhist 

wisdom traditions, mindfulness has a higher potential than achieving short-term 

enhancement in performance or happiness.  

 

In Buddhism, mindfulness is a mental state that can be systematically cultivated 

through regular reflective practice daily.  Practicing mindfulness does not mean that we 

hold onto or seek to change the present state so that happiness can be sustained.  Deeper 

transformation through mindfulness comes from an understanding that all physical and 

mental states, including mindfulness, are transient and cannot be sustained at our will.  

This level of understanding is called equanimity in Buddhism.  Equanimity or a 
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nonjudgmental attitude towards whatever happened to this body and mind of ours 

cannot be forced or fabricated.  It comes from our frequent contemplation and a deep 

understanding of the impermanent, uncertain, and unsatisfactory nature of our existence.  

When we truly understand the three characteristics of existence, our desire to indulge, 

to acquire, and to attach to things that make us happy will slowly dissipate. The 

happiness from within that is unconditioned, that does not rely on sustaining any mental 

state or physical matter, is known as enlightenment.   Enlightenment, the extinction of 

desire, arises when there is no separation between the mind and nature.   

 

We do not have to be enlightened to experience the happiness coming from 

equanimity.  Like some of my teachers and myself, the duration and severity of our 

suffering gradually reduce as we integrate mindfulness more with our daily life.  

Through mindfulness, we discover the possibility of a kind of wellbeing that is more 

stable and liberating.  However, I am afraid that many schools in our modern education 

system are not helping our students experience this kind of happiness because they 

emphasize the success from “measurables”, such as grades, qualifications, income, and 

social recognition.  On the other hand, human inner qualities such as happiness, 

wellbeing, and resilience are regarded as the products of a good career or high income 

rather than the causes and indicators of success. As a result, many students graduate 

from schools with few skills to resolve conflicts, to cultivate meaningful relationships, 

or to face major life challenges like sickness and death with patience and compassion.  
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Let us contemplate the impact of materialism on modern education by asking 

ourselves the following questions. How much time do teachers spend on nurturing 

students’ happiness and wellbeing compared to traditional cognitive skills? How often 

do teachers reward students who exhibit kindness to others compared to students with 

excellent academic achievements? Do we consider someone successful simply by the 

fact that he or she is a happy, kind, and moral individual? Which person received more 

social recognition, the success story of an entrepreneur or the story of a teacher who has 

influenced the lives of many students?  

 

The purpose of describing and interpreting my lived experiences in practicing 

mindfulness here is to encourage educators and every global citizen to wake up from 

our autopilot mode.  I intend to help my readers become aware of the schemas that have 

been causing pain in themselves and others.  We cannot save this planet with the old 

cognitive schemas that have caused destruction to our environment.  We need to change 

the ontological, cultural, and sociological pattern of human beings through reforming 

education.  For example, STEM education should not be just about producing more 

scientists and engineers so that the economy can thrive.  STEM education is not 

meaningful if it is just about producing more scientists and engineers and maximizing 

profits. It should prioritize the wellbeing of our children, the transcendence of suffering, 

and the balance of our whole ecosystem. We need an education system that assists 
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global citizens to realize the highest potential of their mind to transcend pleasures, 

thoughts, and emotions, and to experience interbeing.  And human beings need to 

perceive themselves as partners with other species rather than the owners of natural 

resources.  It is because the happiness of human beings is not independent of the 

wellbeing of other species and Mother Nature.  We need to become aware of our 

dialectic relationships with the rest of the world through contemplating the cause and 

effect of human actions. Mindfulness practice has helped me as well as my co-

researchers become more sensitive to the effects of our negative thoughts and emotions 

on our own wellbeing.  Such sensitivity nurtures our empathy towards others’ suffering 

and provides motivation for us to change our lifestyles.   

 

For parents, including myself, our biggest concern is the happiness of our 

children, which is interdependent on the wellbeing of the whole ecosystem. I felt 

worried about the future of our next generation because obviously humans and our 

planet are heading towards a dangerous path. As I am writing this dissertation, our world 

is facing an unprecedented pandemic. Koffman, once said it is a time when everyone 

can relate to uncertainty. When I saw the continuing climb of death toll in Thailand and 

the rest of the world, I pondered if human beings would be able to win this battle and 

how our children would live in the future. It seems like there are more and more reasons 

(e.g., air pollution, pandemic, and political unrest) for human beings to lock themselves 

up in their homes. Meanwhile, other animals and the rest of the nature can live without 

us. The news media around the world are showing pictures of wild animals roaming 
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around the cities, celebrating the rare freedom that they got with hardly any humans 

around during the lockdowns. What does it tell us when other animals are celebrating 

our absence?  

 

Figure 1  Wild goats wandered around a town in Wales during the Covid-19 pandemic 

Source: Furlong (Apr 2020) 

I refuse to live in ignorance and wait for the new generation to deal with the 

environmental and social problems. In the past eleven years, many colleagues and a few 

Dhamma teachers told me that my idea of integrating mindfulness with a formal 

curriculum was hard to bring to fruition. I agree that the mission is challenging but it is 

not impossible. Social transformation is possible through education and authentic 

inquiry. An education system has a dialectical relationship with the society in which it 
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is embedded. That means an education system is the reflection of the agenda of policy 

makers and the society’s culture, meanwhile the education system also shapes a society 

(Hyland, 2011). 

Although it may take a long time to see the results, educators have always been 

the most powerful change agents of a society, who inspire and empower students to 

reach the highest standards of morality. Educators should never lose hope or just aim to 

maintain the current status quo, which is very likely leading to the destruction of the 

whole biosphere.  

 

IV.  Challenges of a Foreign Teacher-Researcher in Thailand 

        A. Who is eligible to teach mindfulness? 

My journey is filled with triumphs as well as challenges.  In the beginning when 

I proposed to teach mindfulness in my classroom, I faced resistance from various 

parties.  For example, traditionally, within Theravada Buddhism, only the Sangha (i.e., 

enlightened being) can teach mindfulness practice.  It is because misrepresenting 

mindfulness and misleading someone to stray away from the path of enlightenment is a 

big sin for Theravadins. As a result, many Thai teachers believed that mindfulness (the 

essence of Buddhism) should be taught by monks only.  There are always many 

questions from various parties concerning whether a foreign teacher like me could 

possibly understand and represent Buddhist mindfulness correctly.  
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Moreover, in the beginning of my research project, I introduced the mindfulness 

practices from the Plum Village, which is a Zen Buddhist tradition.  The administrators 

concerned whether the mindfulness practices from other wisdom traditions would 

contradict Theravada Buddhism.  Many Theravadins consider Mahayana Buddhism as 

a sect that strays away from Buddha’s original teachings because it promotes the path 

of Bodhisattva (i.e., a person whose mind has the power to attain nirvana but delays 

doing so out of compassion in order to save suffering beings.)  To Theravadins, the path 

of enlightenment is the highest human potential rather than Bodhisattva who chose to 

stay in the cycle of birth and rebirth to help humankind.   

 

There was also a concern about which gender is eligible to teach Dhamma.  

Within Theravada Buddhism, only males can be ordained as monks and give dhamma 

talks.  Nuns and other female lay practitioners are mainly responsible for housekeeping 

and taking care of the monks in the temples. Although quite a number Luangpor 

Pramote’s students are lay female practitioners and nuns, it was not a common practice 

in Thai temples. Although I do not claim to be a Dhamma teacher and I have different 

objectives from monks, my eligibility to teach mindfulness has always been questioned 

among the Thai community.  

 

I am not an enlightened being and I do not know how to lead someone to 

enlightenment.  I just want to teach mindfulness practice as a self-help tool for my 
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students to enhance self-awareness and resilience.  From my point of view, mindfulness 

is a universal quality, and everyone has their own way of enacting, experiencing, and 

understanding it.   Is it acceptable for someone to interpret mindfulness in another way 

if that person is using their version of mindfulness to do good for humanity?  Is it 

necessary to limit mindfulness just for the purpose of enlightenment only?  If teachers 

of mindfulness intend to educate rather than to indoctrinate, answering the above 

questions or gaining approval from someone with authority becomes not important.  

I consulted Ven. Nimmalo about these questions.  He explained that Buddha did 

not establish a religion called Buddhism.  Buddha called himself a teacher who taught 

people how to free themselves from suffering.  Mindfulness is a universal state that does 

not belong to anyone, and so it can be taught in any context. Palawongse also explained 

that there are two levels of mindfulness: one level is for solving worldly matters, and 

another level is for eradicating defilements.  In other words, it does not mean that 

teaching mindfulness for worldly matters is wrong, but mindfulness educators should 

be aware that human beings have the potential to develop a deeper level of mindfulness 

that helps them cut through the defilements and liberate themselves from suffering. 

 

B. Going Beyond Academics 

About ten years ago, I was the only teacher teaching mindfulness in the school. 

Many colleagues said teaching students how to become self-aware or to manage their 

emotions was beyond the role of a teacher.  They said this was the job of the students’ 
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parents.  What they said made me think about the purpose of education and the means 

to achieve that purpose. According to the Partnership for 21st- Century Learning (P21), 

in order to prepare students for the grand challenges of the 21st-century, all schools 

must promote a higher order understanding of academic content that aims to cultivate 

interdisciplinary themes such as health literacy, civic literacy, entrepreneurial literacy, 

environmental literacy, and global awareness. In addition, students need to develop life 

skills such as social and emotional competencies to thrive in the increasingly complex 

life and work environments (Battelle for Kids, 2019).   

Unfortunately, quite often most schools focus on developing basic literacies and 

cognitive skills, whereas social emotional competencies take a backseat.  The reason is 

that there is an increasing tendency for schools to focus on collecting quantitative data 

through examinations to meet national as well as international standards.  Rather than 

promoting students’ natural curiosity and inquisitiveness, education has become a tool 

for policy makers to drive economy and to enhance global competitiveness.  Modern 

education is now based on an assumption that high income and successful career are 

equal to happiness and wellbeing.  As a result, our education system is pushing students 

to keep striving hard for achievements and delay happiness so that they will become 

happy in the future after years of pain.  However, we now know that income is not a 

reliable predictor of happiness.   
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If students use the faculties of their mind to learn throughout the day, then why 

is it not important to learn about the nature of their mind?  If the grand challenges in the 

world resulted from ideologies that are the fabrication of the human mind, we need to 

understand the nature of thoughts, why people think in certain ways, and what 

limitations and opportunities are afforded by their ways of thinking.  Mindfulness may 

be the key for human beings to break the cycle of unhealthy cognitive and emotional 

schemas and evolve to a higher level of consciousness.  

 

C. Challenge of a Teacher-Researcher 

When I was a primary teacher in Hong Kong, many of my coworkers conducted 

classroom research to improve their pedagogical content knowledge and it is part of the 

job descriptions.  Hence, from my point of view, my teaching practices should always 

be based on evidence from research. In fact, conducting research is the way I inquire 

and make decisions in most aspects of my life, such as finance management, wellbeing, 

and social relationships. Therefore, when I am working as a teacher in Thailand, I 

decided to conduct action research to develop myself professionally. However, I have 

learned that conducting research is not always welcomed by school administrators. 

When I first began to work in Thailand, very few teachers had initiated research 

in our school.  Most of the research projects were assigned from the top management.  

Therefore, there was some skepticism and resistance from teachers, parents, and school 

administrators when a research project was initiated by a teacher.  For example, I was 
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questioned by some colleagues if I was doing research for a pay raise.  Some parents 

asked if I was trying to gain profit or a higher degree from the research.  A few school 

administrators feared what I would do to the students or how the findings from the 

research may influence the school’s reputation.  Hence, they asked me to keep the 

research confidential. In fact, my proposal to conduct research for my doctoral thesis 

was rejected by a school administrator once because of his fear of what research may 

do to the children. The ignorance about the importance of research in improving the 

quality of education is a roadblock that I have faced frequently. 

 

D. Religious Association with Mindfulness 

Recently, mindfulness training has been generally recognized in the west as a 

pedagogy that can enhance the wellbeing of teachers and students.  However, in 

Southeast Asia, the Buddhist temples are the place for education throughout centuries.    

Nowadays, although most regular Thai schools adopt the Western model of learning, 

mindfulness practice is considered as a religious ritual rather than a life skill for students 

to learn about themselves in daily life.  Most Thai Festivals are related to Buddhism and 

students are required to participate in Buddhist ceremonies, Dhamma talks, and chanting 

regularly throughout the year. These activities help passing on the traditions and 

preserving the Thai culture.  However, quite often, the chants and Dhamma talks are 

quite long and have a lot of Pali and Sanskrit words.  Children find them hard to 

understand.  As a result, many Thai students resent mindfulness meditation right from 
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the beginning.  Therefore, I need to help them overcome this resistance by engaging 

them in a form of mindfulness practice that is useful for solving their daily life problems. 

 

I advocate that mindfulness practices from the West can enrich and revitalize the 

practices from Eastern wisdom traditions.  That is what I have been doing, trying to use 

Western pedagogies to introduce the core mindfulness theories and practices from the 

Eastern Buddhist traditions to my school community.  I intend to show that children can 

understand and practice mindfulness through regular short interactive exercises and fun 

games.  In fact, mindfulness games and short exercises are also welcomed by adults.  

Everyone enjoys active learning, not just children. 

 

V. The Ripple Effects of Authentic Inquiry 

Looking back at the past 11 years of my life as a teacher-researcher, I felt a bit 

surreal. All memories have become stories recorded in this dissertation. I resigned from 

my position as a foreign teacher since March 2020. After I left the school, some of my 

previous colleagues, students, and their parents continue to share with me about their 

experiences in mindfulness practice. Although I am not working there anymore, the seeds 

of mindfulness may be sown in the hearts of many people. The ripple effects of mindfulness 

continue to spread.  
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During the pandemic, my coresearchers and I organized the Facing Crises with 

Equanimity Forum via Zoom, where we invite different mindfulness experts, university 

educators, K-12 teachers, and professionals from various industries to engage in cogens. 

There were participants from Thailand, the USA, Mexico, Nepal, Singapore, and Hong 

Kong. The online public forum offers free science education in an informal setting. From 

March to October in 2020, we met every Monday evening.  We tried different kinds of 

contemplative practices and shared insights about how we could use them to face our life 

challenges.  The forum addressed topics such as healthcare, education equity, racism, 

xenophobia, stress management, and death and dying. Through harnessing the resources 

from our community, we intended to help our community alleviate their anxiety during the 

lockdown.   

 

From October to December 2020, there was a brief period of optimism in Thailand.  

The lockdown was lifted for a while. My friend and I volunteered to be the instructors of a 

mindfulness training program for the teachers and students from a vocational school in 

Nakon Sawan, Thailand.  This retreat allowed me to see how Theravada Buddhism can 

contribute to the education of a local community.  It has been an inspiring experience for 

us to meet so many young and enthusiastic mindfulness practitioners, who used various art 

performances to express their understanding of mindfulness.   
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I am keeping in touch with most coresearchers after the MiDL program.  I enrolled 

myself in the mindfulness instructor program by Koffman.  He has become my mentor and 

good friend.  I have been his student for about one and a half year until now.  His teachings 

have a strong influence on the direction of my research.  I shared what I have learned from 

him with my family and many other friends. For example, in the past two months, I offered 

a mindfulness training program to a friend’s family.  This friend is a very successful 

manager of a company with a happy family.  However, he would like to find a way to deal 

with the stress from managing crises at work. After the program, my friend and his wife 

expressed that mindfulness practices really helped them see their life challenges in a more 

equanimous way.    

After sitting for about fifteen minutes, I heard the alarm from my Smart watch 

which reminds me to stand up from time to time. During this pandemic, I have been sitting 

and working at my desk most of the time. As a result, I am now suffering from chronic 

backpain. I told Prof. Tobin that I learned about the importance of wellbeing the hard way. 

In the past, I mostly paid attention to my mental health and neglected my body. However, 

suffering is always my greatest teacher. Over the past month, I exercise every morning and 

evening. My heightened body awareness also triggered a ripple effect in my family and 

neighborhood. For example, my daughter, my husband, and mother-in-law have recently 

decided to exercise with me. A few young professionals in our village came to talk to me 

in the morning and told me how much they have been inspired by my dedication to fitness. 

Similar to the mindfulness of the mind, the mindfulness of our body can also trigger 

meaningful personal and social transformation.  
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The chronic pain I am facing triggered my sympathy towards my daughter and other 

students who have been enduring long hours of sitting in front of a screen. I began to 

brainstorm ideas about how I can teach my students about the detrimental effects of sitting 

too long in my science class. During the pandemic, some of my friends shared the same 

sentiment and said they now understood how much suffering there is for their kids to sit 

and learn for hours. In fact, before the pandemic, students also had to sit for long hours. 

However, now parents get to see the suffering of their children and become more aware of 

the problem. Recently, my friends and I began to discuss and envision an education that is 

active, engaging, inquiry-based, place-based, transdisciplinary, and holistic. After this 

mums’ cogen, my neighbor next door, a university professor in sports engineering, decided 

to homeschool her sons with the approaches that the moms talked about. She said she could 

not find such kind of education in Thailand for her children, so she took the issue into her 

own hands. I look forward to seeing how this courageous parent will implement the new 

ideas that we co-created during the cogen. There is also another mother, who suffered from 

chronic depression. She decided to get professional help after the cogen. She told me that 

she was inspired by our conversation about wellbeing, especially the part where we said 

happiness is a skill and a choice. I feel excited to see the power of cogen. It is a vehicle of 

social transformation. 
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I recognize that changing habits and a culture may take a long time and a lot of 

effort. However, every individual has the power to be the seed of transformation. 

Considering the current state of our planet, it is now imperative for us to begin the 

transformation through contemplating difficult questions. We can learn from the Noble 

Eightfold Path in Buddhism, which begins from appropriate view or appropriate intention. 

As educators, we need to ask ourselves what science education is for, how science 

education can benefit the wellbeing of every member in the institution, and what science 

education intends to achieve. Finding the appropriate answers to the above questions can 

be a long soul-searching process, which is emergent and contingent. However, science 

educators and educators in general should never stop asking these questions, even though 

sometimes they can be challenging or inconvenient.  

 

RECOMMENDATIONS AND FUTURE WORK 

There has been a lot of skepticism towards science and technology recently. For 

example, there is a huge number of people in many countries feeling skeptical towards the 

effectiveness and side effects of vaccination and thus refuse to get vaccinated during the 

pandemic. Moreover, many citizens feel reluctant to wear facial masks in public despite of 

the recommendations from WHO and many medical doctors. Within my neighborhood in 

Thailand, there is a teacher who does not like to wear facial masks. I once asked him why 

he did not want to wear a mask.  He said he did not believe in the propaganda of scientists 
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and the government because they are just looking for ways to make profit.  Such skepticism 

towards science can be dangerous to the health and safety of all global citizens.   

 

Should we really blame science for all current challenges facing humanity?  Are 

science and technologies really the causes of climate change, mass extinction, pollution or 

even the recent pandemic?  Science and technologies are human constructions, and they 

are meant to be tools for us to solve daily problems.  However, whether these tools can do 

good for humanity depends on how people use them.  If our use of science and technology 

comes from violence, greed, or ignorance, our speech actions will cause more harm than 

good.  However, if our use of science and technology is based on awareness, equanimity, 

and compassion, then our speech and actions will benefit more than harm.  It is the 

mindlessness, aversion, and greed that arise in the human mind that cause suffering to other 

human beings and other species, rather than science and technology.   

 

The use of science and technology as well as the contribution of scientific research 

are always limited by the intention, perspective and biases of the researchers, no matter 

how hard we try to eliminate biases. Therefore, the main purpose of this dissertation is to 

propose scientists and science educators to understand how their mind works and to 

cultivate a different relationship with biases. The focus of this inquiry is not about 

criticizing the flaws of Western science but is about how science and science education can 

embrace and transform the flaws of the human mind into opportunities to learn about the 
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universe. Rather than dehumanizing science by trying to get rid of subjectivity, scientists 

can embrace subjectivity as a learning tool.  Through observing and understanding the 

interactions between our subjective world with the external world, we learn about how our 

feelings, thoughts, emotions, and actions influence our surrounding environment.  This is 

an important lesson that I have learned from practicing mindfulness.  Biases, defilements, 

and all difficult emotions are not something for us to eliminate.  Instead, they can transform 

into the compost for growing a lotus (i.e., awakening).  When we can learn to live with our 

imperfections in harmony, our ego becomes less eager to compete, to discriminate, and to 

harm the others.   

 

Building on the scholarship of Kincheloe and Tobin (2015), I advocate that science 

education must evolve beyond a step-by-step reductionist way of thinking because it does 

not help our youth to innovate, to evolve consciously, to overcome ignorance, to become 

change agents, and to live with the society and nature in harmony. Learning science and 

any subject should be an iterative, creative, emergent, and ongoing inquiry. Rather than 

removing the qualities that makes us human, science education needs to embrace the 

limitations as well as to expand the potential of the human mind, which is the main research 

instrument. The human mind is constantly under the influence of physical sensations, 

feelings, emotions, and distractions. Moreover, human beings have the tendency to seek 

for pleasure and to avoid discomfort.  That is why most people tend to associate with people 

with similar worldviews, values, and beliefs.  However, even we can find many people 

with similar beliefs, it does not mean that what we know is the absolute truth. If we truly 
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understand the nature of human mind, we will also understand that none of the knowledge 

systems in the world hold the absolute truth, including science. Guba and Lincoln (1994) 

argued that all inquiry paradigms are human constructions and thus have flaws. Or as Tobin 

(2015) wrote that “As theories illuminate so they obscure.” (p.4)  It does not mean that we 

should reject science, rationality, and all metanarratives altogether because this is another 

extreme. Whenever we reject or discriminate another knowledge system, our actions are 

founded upon aversion, egotism, and ignorance.  We do not need to eliminate the human 

factor from science or to reject science because of potential biases.  But I am inviting 

researchers to transcend a narrow view of science and to allow the definition of science to 

keep evolving and expanding.  We need to find a balance or the middle way between 

attaching to a fixed view of science and rejecting science.  Again, this middle ground is not 

fixed, but depends on what is practical and ethical for a salient context. Mindfulness 

contributes to science through helping us know when our thoughts become dogmatic and 

extreme.  The middle way is realized when we do not feel the need to stop thinking or the 

need to attach to any thought.  We allow all thoughts, feelings, and emotions to come and 

go naturally. 

 

The insight that has dramatically improved my mental well-being is understanding 

that negative emotions, biases, mistakes, and defilements are tools for me to know myself 

rather than something to get rid of.  Through noticing our biases in a nonjudgmental way, 

we get to learn about our own worldviews and values. According to the lived experiences 

of myself and many other coresearchers, the insight of nonself, impermanent, and 
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unsatisfactory nature of human existence is liberating rather than depressing.  For example, 

I am aware that I am a Buddhist.  My personal beliefs inevitably influence where I direct 

my attention to and how I interpret my lived experiences.  However, with mindfulness, I 

notice such bias in my perspective and I will not fool myself that I am not biased. Moreover, 

thoughts and biases are transient and not part of my identity.  Sometimes I am biased and 

sometimes I am not.  There is no need to strive to uphold a fixed identity, or to adhere to a 

fixed worldview. Accepting my limitations is more authentic than pretending that I am not 

biased.  I also learn to be humble and nonjudgmental when I notice that someone else is 

biased.  Like what Palawongse said in the cogen, we understand that everyone is defiled 

and that none of us is perfect, we learn to be gentle to ourselves and to forgive the others. 

Ven. Pamojjo also mentioned that the moment we notice our biases, there is a moment of 

mindfulness and equanimity. As I am writing this dissertation, I have been mindful not to 

lie or to cause harm as well as not suppressing the flow of thoughts and emotions that arise. 

When I peacefully accept the conditions of my human mind, there is a feeling of release 

from the trap of reductionism.  I can accept the inherent uncertainty of a conclusion and 

allow the inquiry to keep unfolding.  

  

Through this dissertation I aim to inspire imagination and raise awareness rather 

than attempting to provide another dogmatic definition of science or science education.  I 

do not claim that I have the authority to define (or redefine) science because of the evidence 

that I have provided here.  Instead, I am challenging the received view of science as a 

dehumanized, cold cognitive, and elite enterprise.  Quite often, science has been taught as 
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a bunch of facts, equations, and theories that students need to memorize. Science has 

become disconnected from students’ daily needs because it has been limited to cognition 

and ignoring other so-called subjective aspects of human existence, such as emotions, 

passion, and spirituality.  However, what this authentic inquiry shows that all faculties of 

the human mind play an important role in making sense of this world. In fact, excluding 

certain faculties of the human mind from science is unnatural and irrational.  Our lives do 

not happen only in our thoughts, but we also make sense of the world through feelings, 

instincts, intuition, and many other underexplored faculties of the human mind. 

 

Through the inclusion of mindfulness practice as part of science education agenda, 

I intend to reframe science as a tool to understand any phenomenon that happens in our 

lives.  Science can be a tool for us to know ourselves and to transcend our attachment to 

dogmatic views and materials.  Science can also be used to improve the quality of our 

living, not in a material sense, but by cultivating a more connected, compassionate, and 

conscious way of being.  Science does not have to happen in a physical location but can be 

learned within this body and mind of ours as well.  When we master the science of knowing 

ourselves, we will know how to take care of ourselves, to empathize with others, and how 

to deal with crises in a rational, conscious, and compassionate way. I hope my journey will 

inspire other teachers and science educators to imagine what science can be, to define 

science in their own way, and to allow students to do so.   
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