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Abstract- In this paper, we show, with specific examples, how we have applied some principles and practices of 
contemplative/reflective learning in our online pedagogy. Informed by the works of Bart [2011], Barbezat and Bush [2014], 
Zajonic [2013], and others, and building on our own experience in transformational learning and critical thinking, our 
practice adapts contemplative/reflective writing pedagogy to the challenging online environment.  
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I. INTRODUCTION 
 
We have done a considerable amount of research and 
writing on the theory and practice of 
contemplative/transformative learning. As we, along 
with Barbezat and Bush [2014], understand 
contemplative pedagogy, it is an approach that 
emphasizes process, rather than outcome. Such an 
approach encourages students to develop deep 
awareness of important issues and to achieve insight 
into differing thought processes and perspectives. For 
us, contemplative learning practices complement 
transformative pedagogy, which aims to challenge 
assumptions and paradigms and to foster critical 
thinking and reflection. In this paper we will explore 
some practices that we have found effective for 
realizing contemplative and transformative objectives 
in online courses. 
A weakness that we have found in the literature on 
contemplative learning is that there are very few 
accounts of contemplative pedagogy and its efficacy 
in specific courses. Moreover, there is a lack of 
specific strategic recommendations for contemplative 
pedagogy in the especially challenging online 
environment. This paper explicitly describe 
sstrategies for fostering such learning, as well as 
critical thinking more generally, in some specific 
online courses, which we have taught. As we 
demonstrate, the online environment can actually 
provide opportunities for process-oriented 
contemplative learning that would be very difficult to 
reproduce in face-to-face classes. 
Theory In their book, Contemplative Practices in 
Higher Education, Barbezat and Bush 
[2014]underlined the importance of having students 
do journal writing, participate in online discussion 
forums, and practice reflective writing about what 
they have read.  Barbezat and Bush [2014] are 
convinced that “sometimes students need guidance to 
be able to discern their own development” [p 129]. 
Asking students to reflect on the ways in which their 
learning has affected their thinking guides them 
toward such discernment.    
Bart [2011]listed four important steps for critical 
reflection/contemplation.   

1.  Specify learning outcomes – state your 
learning outcomes in measurable terms.   
2. Design reflective/contemplative activities to 
achieve the learning outcomes.  Teachers must 
determine where reflective writings can occur and the 
topics for each. 
3. Engage students in contemplation/reflection.  
Provide students with writing prompts geared toward 
reflection that steers them to higher levels of 
thinking, analyzing, and reasoning. 
4. Assess learning through critical reflection – 
frequent formative assessments such as online 
“discussion” forums can be checks to see if students 
are progressing toward the designed learning 
outcomes.   
Critical reflective writing prompts will provide 
students with a way to uncover insights as they 
reconsider their initial understanding of the issue, 
which provides students with a deeper learning 
experience. Contemplative/Transformative learning is 
achieved when students understand their own 
preconceived assumptions, can articulate the origins 
of and the flaws in those assumptions, and are able to 
give respectful consideration to other points of view.   
Zajonic [2013] said,  “We can see how contemplative 
pedagogy deepens experience through repeated 
engagement and so leads students to gradually foster 
those capacities for insight that will aid them in the 
true understanding of the content of their studies and 
perhaps even assist in the precious moment of 
discovery” [p. 89]. 
 
II. GENERAL ADVANTAGES OF THE 
ONLINE ENVIRONMENT 
 
Online technology can enhance opportunities to 
create most of the conditions and pursue most of the 
goals mentioned in the above theoretical guidelines. 
Students’ engagement with their own thinking, and 
with classmates’ thoughts, are effectivelyfostered by 
our discussion forums.  It is more practical to create 
contemplative learning processes online than face-to-
face. In online forum exchanges developing over a 
week,students can reflect on their own and their 
classmates’ first contributions before posting their 
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replies. Many students are more willing to disclose 
and explore their thinking online than face-to-face. In 
student course evaluations, a number of our students 
expressed their appreciation of opportunities to 
participate, unhampered by the shyness that affects 
their ability to speak up—or speak out—in a 
classroom and by the obligation to respond 
immediately.They valued the contemplative process 
permitted by the online forums. For analogous 
reasons, technology can increase time-on-task for 
students, by making studying more efficient in the 
context ofdemandingwork and academic schedules. 
Technology-mediated pedagogy thus helps with 
implementation of contemplative/transformative 
instruction for both traditional and non-traditional 
students. 
 Using technology can also encourage 
reflection/contemplation and self-evaluation by 
allowing students to revisit conclusions and uncover 
insights as they reconsider their initial understanding 
of an issue and reflect on the different perspectives 
provided by classmates. 
 
III. DISCUSSION FORUMS 
 
Theprincipal contemplative/transformative strategy 
described in this paper is using weekly online 
discussion forums. Two major benefits of the online 
discussion forums are that students provide each 
other’s challenging events, which are required for 
transformative/contemplative learning, and that 
posting initial considerations and later responding to 
others’ posts require two stages of reflection. 
 
Our discussion forums in the courses described here 
required each student to post an initial response to 
one of a setof prompts designed to start a thought 
process,and, later, a response to one or two 
classmates’ initial posts. The initial posts were due 
several days before responses, so students could 
reflect on multiple initial posts, before selecting and 
responding to one or two. We required a forum each 
week, so the frequent online communication created a 
challenging, but supportive and collaborative, 
learning community, which is the cornerstone for 
contemplative/transformative learning. Cranton 
[2006] underlined the importance of opportunities for 
collaboration and exposure to different opinions. Our 
online discussion forums allowed students to prepare 
to express their thoughts, and time to reflect on the 
differences between their thoughts and those of 
classmates.The online environment was equitable, 
too, providing time for shy students to formulate their 
thoughts more thoroughly than in face-to-face 
classes. This eliminated the negative atmospherics 
created when a face-to-face classroom is dominated 
by the more outspoken students. Everyone had time 
to process information, reflect, and articulate thoughts 
confidently. 
 

First Author’s Experience 
 
The first author taught an onlineIntroductory 
Psychology course. The first interactive assignment 
in the course  wasthat students post a video 
describing themselves, their interests and favorite 
activities, and their goals in the course. They also 
responded to an opinion question that they had 
chosen from a set of such questions posed by me. 
Each student then respondedto at least 2 of their 
peers’ videos.  I divided the class into manageable 
groups, so that students did not have to go through 
everyone’s video to choose one.  This enabledall 
students to receive meaningful comments regarding 
their video introduction. This was an effective way of 
personalizing the online environment; laying the 
foundation for a supportive, comfortable learning 
environment; and establishing that the course will be 
built on contemplative/reflective exchanges. 
Weekly discussion forums in the course required that 
each student post a response to a question or 
questions regarding a concept in that week’s chapter, 
and then respond to two students’ initial posts.  Here 
is a sample forum prompt: 
Many parents and educators are interested in 
providing toys for infants and toddlers that will 
promote their development. Look at the infant 
stimulation toys available either at 
http://www.geniusbabies.com/preninstim.html or at 
another web site of your own choosing. Select one of 
the toys and using information in the textbook about 
infant and preschoolers abilities [milestone tables] as 
a guide, evaluate the appropriateness of the toys with 
respect to the perceptual capacities needed to respond 
appropriately to the toys, the motor skills required to 
play with the toys, and the abilities that the toys are 
designed to promote. 
One of the major learning objectives for the 
Introductory Psychology course was for the students 
to write a reflection paper applying the goals of 
psychology to a behavior they would like to change.  
These goals are to describe, explain, predict, and 
change behavior.  Over the course of the semester 
students submitted five assignments to this end.  
There were ample opportunities for students to 
discuss their topic and with me, the teaching assistant, 
and their peer mentor, or they could visit the 
Psychology Resource Center for assistance.  Details 
for this reflective assignment, including specific 
instructions and grading rubrics, were available to 
students in the syllabus and within the course.   
 
Contemplative/Transformative pedagogy involves 
critical questioning that raises students’ awareness of 
their assumptions and of the thought process, itself.  
Since students had one week in which to complete the 
forums, they couldcontemplate issues,reach an 
understanding, articulate it, and then reflect further as 
they looked at fellow students’ posts and formulated 
responses to them. This is crucial for contemplative 
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learning ina supportive online community. The 
forums also permitted the formative assessment that 
Bart [2011]included among the elements of 
contemplative pedagogy. 
The discussion forums provided opportunities for 
students to engage in a contemplative thought process 
and permitted the instructor to assess the degree to 
which such contemplation was actually happening. 
 
Second Author’s Experience 
The second author taught an online interdisciplinary 
course on modernizing Europe and 
colonial/post/colonial Nigeria. This was a course that 
I had taught many times in the face-to-face 
environment. Weekly discussion forums were far 
superior to the classroom discussions that had always 
been an important feature of the face-to-face versions 
of the course. Each student was required to post a 
reasoned, evidence-based, reflective response to a 
prompt designed to elicit critical thinking, and to 
reply to another student’s initial post. The rubric for 
discussion forums emphasized evidence of critical 
reflection. I wrote a comment on each of these posts, 
pointing out particularly insightful contributions. The 
quality of interaction was clearly superior to what had 
been achieved in face-to-face versions. My 
commentaries on the posts, which were visible to all 
of the students, gave me opportunitiesto model 
critical thinking, point out examples of contemplative 
learning, and encourage students to push their 
thinking further. The strategy was so productive that I 
integrated it into the next face-to-face edition of the 
course. 
 A second important assignment was a weekly 
reflective essay on one of the course objectives 
specified for the week.These objectives emphasized 
discovering the challenges inherent in the week’s 
materials and articulating the impact of ideologies 
and styles of thought in historical and contemporary 
events.The weekly objectives were designed to help 
students move toward the overall course objectives, 
which prioritized critical thinking, awareness and 
tolerance of diversity, and 
transformative/contemplative learning. Students were 
required to specify the weekly objective they were 
responding to, and to reflect on how the week’s 
materials had helped them to reach it.  
 

Another fruitful innovation was the inclusion in the 
course syllabus of program objectives; objectives for 
my version of the course; a list of major themes—or 
“big ideas”—to be emphasized; essential questions to 
be reflected on;and a set of enduring understandings, 
or “takeaways,”that I wanted the students to 
retain.This enabled me to make the objectives 
themselves themes of each week’s work and to ask 
the students to reflect on their own progress toward 
meeting the objectives. 
 
The online format permitted me to communicate with 
each student every week, and to expect significant 
weekly input from each student. This would be 
impossible in the face-to-face format. In the 
discussion forums, as well as in exams and research 
papers, most students showed clear evidence of 
having recognized challenges to their previous 
thinking and having reflected on the challenges. Also, 
in the required end-of-semester reflection essays, 
80% of students were able to articulate specific ways 
in which the course had challenged and changed their 
thinking on significant social and historical issues.   
 
CONCLUSION 
 
We believe that our strategies for pursuing 
contemplative/transformative learning in the online 
environment have achieved good results. We see both 
advantages and disadvantages in online teaching, 
compared with the face-to-face format. On the whole, 
we find that the advantages are quite significant. In 
both research and practice, we look for additional 
innovations and adaptations to enhance online 
contemplative/transformative learning 
 
REFERENCES 
 
[1] Barbezat, D., & Bush, M., (2014). Contemplative practices in 

higher education: Powerful methods to transform teaching 
and learning. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 

[2] Bart, M. (2011, May). Critical Reflection Adds Depth and 
Breadth to Student Learning. Faculty Focus. 
http://www.facultyfocus.com/articles/instructional-
design/critical-reflection-adds-depth-and-breadth-to-student-
learning/ 

[3] Cranton, P. (2006).  Understanding and Promoting 
Transformative Learning. San Francisco: Wiley. 

[4] Zajonic, A. (2013, Summer). Contemplative pedagogy: A 
quiet revolution in higher education. New Directions for 
Teaching and Learning, 134, 83-94. 

 
 

 

http://iraj.in
http://www.facultyfocus.com/articles/instructional-

