
               Students in Transition Conference		
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania October 13-15, 2012







One-Credit Class – Lowers Stress
and Enhances Performance and Well-Being





Richard M. Oxhandler, Ed.D.
Mark St. Martin, Ph.D.
Western Michigan University
Kalamazoo, MI 49008







Richard.oxhandler@wmich.edu
Mark.stmartin@wmich.edu


Students in Transition Conference		
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania October 13-15, 2012

Transcription overview of presentation on October 14, 2012 by Dr. Richard Oxhandler and Dr. Mark St. Martin:

One-Credit Class – Lowers Stress and Enhances Performance and Well-Being

It’s a pleasure to be here with you. We look forward to sharing our experiences with a one-hour mindfulness/meditation class offered at Western Michigan University.  My name is Richard Oxhandler and with my colleague, Mark St. Martin, we have conducted research on the effectiveness of this class for the past five years. I will first describe our class and then Mark will cover the research aspects.

Stress in all its various forms from anger, depression, worry, unhappiness and negativity are familiar to all of us.  We also know that stress has been increasing for decades. In higher education we have seen this increase affect students, faculty and staff. We have attempted various ways to help our students to better handle stress and yet it continues its upward climb. As professionals working a college setting we are all aware of how stress can interfere with a student’s performance and happiness.  This can result in lower grades and even them dropping out of college. Today, Mark and I will share with you the research results from our one-credit Meditation to Enhance Living class, the basic structure and content of the course, the variables we see as most significant in accounting for the positive outcomes and then look at  implications for future research as well as implications for addressing stress at the institutional level.

Meditation or mindfulness practices have been shown to reduce stress and produce many positive benefits (e.g. http://www.mayoclinic.com/health/meditation/HQ01070 and Dr. Davidson Google Talk http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7tRdDqXgsJ0). Some of the anecdotal evidence for this effectiveness goes back thousands of years while the more research based cognitive, emotional and hard science evidence is more recent. The challenge often seems to be how to integrate a mindfulness or meditation practice with its considerable benefits into our academic settings. At Western Michigan University (WMU) I have offered meditation in open session for more than a decade with very few students that attended three or more times. This low level of attendance was also true at a Stress Reduction Clinic that we established at the University Counseling and Testing Center at WMU. Though meditation may be a very effective way to lower stress, it still takes a certain amount of teaching and practice for a person to become competent enough to implement its practices in daily life.

When the opportunity arose to teach a one-credit meditation class at WMU, I was eager to do so. We would have students attending in a manner that was familiar to them; a class that they are motivated to attend in order to learn or minimally, to obtain a grade. The class structure also lasts a reasonable duration of time allowing the development of stress reducing competencies. For the students it is crucial that the benefits of meditation extend beyond the time we have in class into their daily life where they are realized and the benefits then serve as motivators.




Structure of the class 

The Meditation to Enhance Living class is offered through the Integrative Holistic Health and Wellness program. It is a one-credit class that meets for 50 minutes one day a week for fifteen weeks. The class begins with approximately 10 to 15 minutes of checking in with the students and instructing them in or clarifying the mode of meditation that we will be doing that day. This is followed by approximately 20 to 30 minutes of the meditation practice. Following the practice is approximately 10 minutes of feedback from the students with time for questions or greater clarification of the practice and encouragement and examples of how to apply the practice in their daily life.

Components of the class

The form of meditation used in this class is different than the forms used in many traditional meditation/mindfulness classes as it is a guided meditation that consists of four distinct preliminary elements. These elements are repeated in every class at the beginning of the meditation and are followed by either silence or the unique aspect of that particular meditation practice that we are working on that week. Students are instructed that the purpose for experiencing the four preliminary elements is to enable them to remain more consistently in the present moment. Students are instructed that the kind of thinking that creates stress in all its forms is almost always a result of past/future thinking. Students very quickly realize the truth of this from their own direct experiences in day-to-day life and during class meditation sessions.
The guided part, which consists of the four preliminary elements of awareness, presence, relaxed ease, and spaciousness, provides students direction and an opportunity to develop competence as they work to bring their minds more into the present moment. In essence this meditation class consists of two major elements that are extremely simple to understand. 

In review, students realize if they can rest their awareness in the present moment they generate virtually no stress. To be able to remain more in the present moment they utilize the four preliminary elements. They practice being more aware and present in their day-to-day life which then affords them the opportunity to relax more and feel less overwhelmed or feel more free and open or spacious. The two key elements that are very powerful for students as motivators are their ability to be aware and present. Students then begin to identify certain types of thinking that create stress and recognize this thinking as ego created from the past or future in their origin. When they identify that the critical, judgmental thinking which includes comparing themselves to others or some ideal, requires them to do past thinking and often projecting into the future as worry and fear they have greater clarity on what thinking to eliminate in order to stay more present. This represents a significant change in the students’ cognitive thinking from one heavily dominated by past or future thinking that creates suffering to what I call a new paradigm mindset which allows them to stay more present, focused, calm, productive and also appreciate and enjoy life to a greater extent.

As they improve in their capacity to remain more aware and present they will relax more and feel more spaciousness or freedom due to the increased sense of safety as they eliminate threatening ego created past/future thinking. This increasing capacity to feel safe has major implications, however, the biggest payoff for students is a decrease in stress, anxiety, negativity and other afflicting emotions and an increase in performance and well-being. They report studying with greater focus, being able to stay calmer preparing for and taking tests, and performing with greater ease. Additional benefits students’ report are sleeping better, having more energy, improving relationships, experiencing fewer problems with anger, and getting sick less often and recovering more quickly. 

An important point to mention is the natural resistance students will have to this simple practice. Though simple it is very difficult to do because ego, as I define it for them, will resist this movement of awareness into the present moment. Yet, in spite of a vigorous resistance, they have enough success in three or four weeks for most of them to be motivated to apply this practice of awareness and presence in their daily life. The students are instructed that what they are doing essentially is weakening the egoic thinking, weakening ego’s program and allowing a more natural, healthier, present based awareness to replace it.

The strength of the class comes from that application by the students. In class we practice the skills necessary to make this shift in consciousness from the old paradigm, past/future oriented way of thinking controlled by ego to a new paradigm which is a more present oriented way of thinking controlled by what might best be called our true or authentic self. This practice allows them to apply what we have done in class to their day-to-day life with greater success.

Research Study
**Reader will need to have power point slides for research sections**

Methodology

Richard had been collecting qualitative data in the form of journals for some time from his classes that indicated the meditation was having a positive effect on students’ lives. After discussing the results he was getting and the opportunity to reach other students, faculty and staff with this information we decided to gather quantitative data that could be easily disseminated to administrators to show the effect of meditation. We designed the HSIRB approved study as a pre and post paired sample t test to assess whether or not the meditation was having a statistically significant effect on students’ lives.  We used the Perception of Life Questionnaire seen here (show slide) to measure a variety of experiences in a student’s life.  In the first study, we looked at classes Rich was teaching with meditation as well as University 1020 Career Exploration classes that did not have a meditation component and were used as controls. Data was collected near the beginning of the semester and near the end.

As you can see from this slide (show slide), students in the meditation classes experienced significant changes (at the .05 level) in a number of areas as measured by the Perception of Life Questionnaire.  The control group did register a significant result for question #17 regarding depression.  It is possible that as the students became acclimated to the semester they could have experienced less depressive symptoms due to the subsiding of homesickness, development of activities and patterns, etc. 

Buoyed by these results we decided to continue to look at mediation in the classroom.  This next slide (show slide) shows the results of 3 spring semesters.  On a side note, we also conducted research in the fall but ran into unique problems. The first was switching over to a completely computer based surveying system, rather than the paper/ pencil system we used in the earlier studies. Unfortunately, data was corrupted when the individual assisting us with the technology portion forgot to close the study.  We also experienced low return rates in another semester when students were simply asked to complete the surveys online at their convenience. Now Rich takes the classes to a computer lab where students wishing to participate can complete them during class. This has significantly increased response rates.

Back to the slides.  As you can see from the spring semester slide there continues to be significant results for the students participating in the meditation classes based on the Perception of Life Questionnaire. (Can read through PoLQ questions to illustrate some of the changes).  

[bookmark: _GoBack]In the fall of 2011 we decided again to bring in another class to use as a control group.  This class did have a minor meditation component and was taught out of the same college as most of Rich’s classes. Specifically, this class’ instructor would play electronic recordings of meditation or engage the class in mediation from varying approaches.  The instructor spent approximately 15 minutes on this activity.  As you can see from the results (show slide), Rich continued to get a large amount of significant results, while the control class only had a few. The preliminary elements covered earlier by Rich (awareness, relaxed ease, etc.) and the clear emphasis on shifting from past/future thinking to present based experience were not emphasized in the other class’ meditation experiences. Thus, it is hypothesized that these components are critical for achieving significant change.

In the spring of 2010 we decided to bring in another instrument to specifically measure stress and to provide some concurrent validity testing.  The Perceived Stress Scale seen here (show slide) measures one’s perception of stress in their lives with 10 questions.  As you can see (show slide), we administered it during the same spring semesters as the Perception of Life Questionnaire.  Again there are significant results (meaning a positive change from the beginning of the semester to the end) for students on this scale after engaging in meditation.  One might notice that on both the PoLQ and PSS, spring 2011 did not show as many significant results.  This may be due to a restricted data gathering range where the information was collected later in the semester (due to extenuating circumstances) than when they are normally completed.

We also used the PSS in the control study during the fall of 2011 (show slide).  These were the same classes used in the PoLQ study during that same semester.  As you will recall, the control class did have a meditation component, albeit a less intensive one.  You can see the results of our study show once again that the full meditation component had significant results in all areas of the Perceived Stress Scale, while the control class did not.   We will now talk about implications for the future, during which time I will speak on opportunities for further research.

Implications for future

Structure

There are implications for the structure of the class itself. The past five years we have used the one-credit hour class as the primary way to teach meditation/mindfulness practices. With this method having proven effective we are now for the first time offering one-half hour modules in selected classes. The implications, if these half-hour modules prove to be as effective or even nearly as effective as the one-hour class has proven to be, are extensive for our university and potentially other universities as well. If we can demonstrate through our research that the high levels of stress amongst college students can be significantly decreased, that performance and sense of well-being can be enhanced and attain other positive outcomes in a one-half hour module, it is conceivable that we could reach many thousands of students with very little disruption to their curriculum or the normal flow of academic classwork on our campuses.


Research

 Mark and I plan on continuing our research and he will talk more about this.  We are especially excited about the possibilities of involving research that is more biological and neurological in nature. The extensive research of Dr. Davidson at the University of Wisconsin (referenced earlier) shows just how effective meditation and mindfulness practices can be in affecting positive outcomes in the physical domain. We are also interested in continuing research with our military students, both veterans and current ROTC military science students. We are interested in how such practice might minimize or mitigate post-traumatic stress disorder for those who will be going into combat as well as provide relief for returning veterans who suffer from post-traumatic stress disorder. My preliminary experience with veterans based upon their journal entries and personal discussions points to it being very promising that mindfulness meditation practices are effective in giving our veterans some form of healthy control in dealing with many of the symptoms of PTSD. We have named our class for the military, Resiliency Training for Leaders, to align with the Army’s Resiliency Training program.

- In addition to what Rich has mentioned, we have begun to put in motion a longitudinal study that will look at whether this meditation has lasting effects for students once they are outside the classroom. Thus, we are following up with students 6 months after the end of the class. We once again face the specter of low return rates (just 5 returns from the 2011-2012 academic year) and may need to seek funding to incentivize the program. As mentioned, Rich has begun to develop a module program, where he goes into a class for a period of time to teach meditation.  This is currently happening in an introductory OT class at WMU.  Rich will talk a little more about this next point, but the training of others and measuring their effectiveness in providing meditation is also hopefully on the horizon. These are just a few of the research directions we are heading toward, but clearly there are many other opportunities as well.

Training

It becomes obvious that to offer a meditation/mindfulness class, whether it is a one-credit class or a half-hour module in an existing class, many faculty will need to be trained to teach the meditation or mindfulness practices.  It is my sense that the simplicity of this approach lends itself to training large numbers of faculty without any expectation that they become experts in meditation or mindfulness practices. This relates back to future research: determining the effectiveness of those who are trained in these practices to see if they can achieve with their students the kind of results we see in our current research. Another benefit to the university, as well as the faculty members, is having a cohort of faculty who have significantly lowered their own stress and who have enhanced their productivity and sense of well-being.

Challenges

Of course changing how people, groups, and universities do things is always a challenge.  That is why we hope these clear results can impact and reach those who wish to see change that benefits students.  

We would now like to open the floor for questions or comments.


