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Executive Summary 

 

Doctor of Education: Leadership, Learning and Community  
The Impact of Loving-Kindness on Love as Interbeing in Middle School. 

Jessica A. Orf Dutille 
Dissertation Defense: July 18th, 2020 
Executive Summary: July 18th, 2020 

 
Introduction: Love is integral to the human experience and in the learning process. The 
purpose of this study was to address the risk factors that youth experience associated with 
disconnection by exploring how the integration of loving-kindness meditation, otherwise 
referred to as metta meditation, cultivates a sense of love as interbeing among educators 
and youth in classroom environments in order to provide necessary protective factors in 
support of youth development.   

Problem of Practice: Though research has suggested that a sense of connectedness is a 
protective factor among youth, and literature has also demonstrated that creating loving 
educational environments fosters a sense of connectedness, love remains an elusive and 
somewhat controversial topic in educational practice.  

Research Method: This was a qualitative phenomenological study design that examined 
the lived experiences and perceptions of study participants through individual interviews. 

Summary of Findings: Seven major findings emerged from this study, which confirmed 
the positive impact of loving-kindness meditation and other mindful practices on 
educators and students as perceived by participants. An element of transformation both 
inward, outward among students, and among the classroom environment were indicated. 
Finally, these practices influence positive connections among educators and students, and 
ultimately result in a sense of interbeing. 

Limitations of Study: Data collection took place during the COVID-19 pandemic, 
limiting the number of participants in the study. Those participating in the study were 
middle school educators with experience in facilitating loving-kindness meditation 
among students. This niche target population limits the scale and scope of the research as 
well as generalizable findings. 
 
Implications: Loving-kindness meditation and other mindful practices support social, 
emotional, and behavioral development and also cognitive development among youth as 
perceived by educators. These practices aid in fostering positive relationships with 
educators and among peers, which results in protective factors that have the potential to 
decrease risk factors among youth. Additionally, educators who facilitate loving-kindness 
meditation and other mindful practices experience positive impact in terms of their 
connectedness to self and to their students. The implications of this study have direct 
application in the field of educational leadership. 
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Chapter 1: Moving from a Problem to a Problem of Practice 

The need to feel loved in the context of honoring shared humanity is a deep and 

abiding condition of the human experience (Ackerman, 1995; Buscaglia, 1972, 1983; 

Chodron, 1991; Fredrickson, 2013; Fromm, 1956; Hanh, 2004, 2007, 2015; hooks, 2001; 

Merton, 1979; Salzberg, 1995, 2017; Secretan, 2006; Sorokin, 1957; & Sternberg, 1986). 

Buddhist monk and social activist, Thich Nhat Hanh (2015), explained this phenomenon 

by acknowledging that human beings possess a “deep thirst to be loved and to love” (p. 

56). Seminal research related to love in the context of education was conducted by Nel 

Noddings and others who focused distinctly on the ethic of care in relationships between 

educators and students (Chaskin & Rauner, 1995; Goldstein, 1998; Hayes et al., 1994; 

Noddings, 1984). These studies pointed to the significance of such relationships in the 

learning process (Chaskin & Rauner, 1995; Goldstein, 1998; Hayes et al., 1994; 

Lieberman, 2014; Noddings, 1984). Research and scholarship specific to love in 

educational environments demonstrated positive outcomes for students in terms of 

building protective factors and supporting development (Buscaglia, 1972, 1983; 

Cloninger, 2008; Creasey et al., 2009; Dennis, 2012; Ellerbrock & Kiefer, 2010; 

Ellerbrock et al., 2015; Fitzsimmons & Lanphar, 2011; Goldstein, 1998; Hayes et al., 

1994; Henricsson & Rydell, 2004; Klassen & Anderson, 2009; Klassen & Chiu , 2010; 

Levine, 2003; Vogt, 2002; & White & Gradovski, 2018). Moreover, research in 

neuroscience has advanced understanding of the critical component of human connection 

in fostering healthy human development (Davidson & Begley, 2013; Lieberman, 2014; 

Zins, 2004). However, despite the growing body of knowledge pertaining to the 

significance of love in educational environments, love remains ambiguous in modern day 
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culture (Ackerman, 1995), and an ethic of love is not ingrained into the American 

educational system (Robinson-Morris, 2019), while youth suffer the effects of 

disconnection at alarming rates (CDC, 2018). The following sections provide additional 

context relative to this problem of practice. For the purpose of this study, the definitions 

included in Table 1 are applied as key terms.  

 

Table 1  

Key Terminology 

Key Term Definition 
Contemplative Practices Activities that bring attention into the present moment to connect 

inward to self-awareness and outward to the external environment in a 
way that accepts what is (Chodron, 1991; Hanh, 2007; Kabat-Zinn, 
2013; Salzberg, 1995, 2017; Zajonc, 2008) 

Ethic of Love An orientation of openness to others and care for the well-being of 
others (Robinson-Morris, 2019) 

Interbeing The interconnected nature of human beings as articulated by Hanh 
(2007) and Hanh and Kotler (1991), which literally means “to be 
mutual” (Sieber, 2015, p. 4) 

Love A state of being that unconditionally honors the interconnected nature 
of humanity (Ackerman, 1995; Aristotle, 1999; Brown, 2010, 2012; 
Fredrickson, 2013; Freire, 2005; Fromm, 1956; Goldstein, 1998; 
Hooks, 2001; Lewis, 2017; Lorimer, 2015; Merton, 1979; Peck, 1978; 
Plato & Andronum, 2018; Rinpoche & Swanson, 2012; Rogers, 1957; 
Sorokin, 1957; Sternberg, 1986; Wheatley, 2002; & Zajonc, 2008) 

Loving-Kindness Meditation Otherwise referred to as metta, loving-kindness meditation is the 
contemplative practice of sending goodwill inward towards self and 
outward towards others (Chodron, 1991; Gunaratana, 2017; Hutcherson 
et al., 2008; Kabat-Zinn, 2013; Kirby & Laczko, 2017; Salzberg, 1995; 
& Templeton, 1999) 

Meditation A contemplative practice that brings awareness into the present 
moment (Chodron, 1991; Hanh, 2007; Kabat-Zinn, 2013; Salzberg, 
1995, 2017; Zajonc, 2008), and an approach for inquiry into the nature 
of the self and the world (Zajonc, 2008) 

Metta Meditation Otherwise referred to as loving-kindness meditation, metta is the 
contemplative practice of sending goodwill inward towards self and 
outward towards others (Chodron, 1991; Gunaratana, 2017; Hutcherson 
et al., 2008; Kabat-Zinn, 2013; Kirby & Laczko, 2017; Salzberg, 1995; 
& Templeton, 1999) 

Mindfulness A state of mind cultivated through active engagement with the present 
moment (Langer, 2000) 

Social-Emotional Learning Encompasses learning how to “recognize and manage emotions” and 
build positive relationships with others (Zins, 2004, p. 4) 
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Social, Cultural, and Historical Perspectives on the Problem 

Love has been a major theme in literature among philosophers, historians, poets, 

theologians, and scientists throughout all of human history (Ackerman, 1995; Aristotle, 

1999; Lewis, 2017; Plato & Andronum, 2018; Templeton, 1999). The earliest writings on 

love date back to ancient Egypt, and the concept has been found interwoven throughout 

cultures spanning centuries (Ackerman, 1995). Plato, an ancient Greek philosopher, 

provided the foundation of western philosophical thought about love (Lewis, 2017; Plato 

& Andronum, 2018). Plato’s teachings on love included levels from the most instinctive 

urges of desire, to more sophisticated affection, and ultimately a transcendental spiritual 

experience (Lewis, 2017; Plato & Andronum, 2018). Aristotle, a student of Plato, 

developed a theory on love that was framed around different types of friendship, from 

those arising out of utility or pleasure to proper friendship of higher quality, which was 

regarded as a joining of souls (Aristotle, 1999; Lewis, 2017). Greek philosophy also 

speaks to the love of God, Agape, which is a foundational concept in religious doctrine 

(Plato & Andronum, 2018; Templeton, 1999). In fact, world religions and spiritual 

practices acquired deeply rooted traditions in the teachings of love as it relates to one’s 

relationship with various concepts of God (Flynn, 2007; Greenberg, 2007; Gunaratana, 

2017; Higginbotham & Higginbotham, 2002; Post, 2003; Templeton, 1999; & Zajonc, 

2008), and love has been understood as integral to human existence (Lewis, 2017).  

In Judaism, the Hebrew term, Hesed ( ), refers to the “steadfast love” of God 

that is enduring (Post, 2003, p. 18). Hesed signifies abiding, unconditional, and unlimited 

love (Post, 2003). Similar beliefs are found in Christianity and Buddhism, as Christians 

believe the energy of God’s love, or the Holy Spirit, was embodied by Jesus; likewise 
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Buddhists believe this energy, referred to as mindfulness, was embodied by the Buddha 

(Hanh, 2004; Merton, 1979). In the Buddhist tradition, there are four elements 

comprising true love: loving-kindness, compassion, joy, and equanimity (Hanh, 2004, pp. 

1-4). Love encompasses these ways of being in relationship to another, and Hanh (2015) 

explained that humans cannot exist alone individually, rather humans “inter-be” (p. 92).  

The allure of love has produced philosophies and theories that have endured as 

foundational components not only in religions, but also in cultures, governments, and 

societies (Lewis, 2017). However, although constructs surrounding love can be traced 

back to ancient times, it wasn’t scientifically studied until Pitrium Sorokin’s research in 

the late 1940’s that led to the theory on dimensions of love, which included the degree to 

which love enhances the life of another (Sorokin, 1957). Eventually the science of love 

expanded from the fields of philosophy, sociology, and psychology into the field of 

education (Buscaglia, 1972, 1983; Bernstein-Yamashiro & Noam, 2013; Creasey et al., 

2009; Ellerbrock & Kiefer, 2010; Goldstein, 1998; Hayes et al., 1994; Henricsson & 

Rydell, 2004; Noddings, 1984; & Vogt, 2002). Research is clear that social-emotional 

learning is essential for development, and neuroscience has demonstrated that the 

learning process depends on social engagement (Lieberman, 2014; Vygotsky, 1978; Zins, 

2004). It is no surprise then that educational researchers focused on relationship building 

among educators and students (Bernstein-Yamashiro & Noam, 2013; Creasey et al., 

2009; Ellerbrock & Kiefer, 2010; Goldstein, 1998; Hayes et al., 1994; Henricsson & 

Rydell, 2004; Noddings, 1984; & Vogt, 2002). Relationships formed with teachers and a 

sense of connection supports mental health and social competencies (Jennings & 

Greenberg, 2009; Murray & Greenberg, 2000).  
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Studies relative to love have demonstrated positive impact on student 

performance and behavior (Cloninger, 2008; Dennis, 2012; Goldstein, 1998). 

Furthermore, teachers who focus on student development and use language that is 

understandable foster safe and loving environments that allow students to learn and create 

meaning from knowledge shared in the classroom setting (Cloninger, 2008). Not only 

does love benefit students, researchers have also found that teachers who have positive 

connections with students experience self-efficacy and lower work related stress (Klassen 

& Anderson, 2009; Klassen & Chiu, 2010), further indicating the potential benefits in 

applying strategies for cultivating love in educational environments.  

Despite the positive implications of love in building connections and the inclusion 

of love in common vernacular, its meaning varies in definition and usage, contributing to 

the ambiguity surrounding the topic (Ackerman, 1995; hooks, 2001). The essence of love 

has been articulated in numerous ways throughout time, disciplines, and cultures, and a 

common message is interwoven throughout; human beings have the need be loved and to 

give love in experiencing connection, and without it, an experience of disconnection 

resulting in pain and suffering prevails (Ackerman, 1995; Brown, 2012; Buscaglia, 1972, 

1983; Chodron, 1991; Fredrickson, 2013; Fromm, 1956; Hanh, 2007; hooks, 2001; 

Merton, 1979; Salzberg, 1995, 2017; Sorokin, 1957; Srinivasan, 2014; & Sternberg, 

1986).   

Local Contextual Perspectives on the Problem 

According to the Youth Risk Behavior Survey (YRBS), a self-reported national 

assessment tool, the national instances of mental health issues among youth are 

increasing, and in 2017, 17.2% of high school students had seriously considered 
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attempting suicide over the past year, 13.6% of students made a suicide plan, and 7.4% of 

students attempted suicide (CDC, 2018). On a more local level, the State of New 

Hampshire YRBS results also indicated concerning circumstances. The percentage of 

high school students who reported feeling sad or hopeless everyday for more than two 

consecutive weeks in the State of New Hampshire increased from 28% in 2017 to 33.6% 

in 2019, and 6.9% of students reported feeling unsafe going to school to the point that 

they missed at least one day of school in a 30-day period (NH Department of Education, 

2019). Of the high school students responding to the 2019 survey, 23% indicated being 

bullied on school property and 20.1% reported being electronically bullied (NH 

Department of Education, 2019). Furthermore, the number of students considering 

attempting suicide in the State of New Hampshire has increased over a 10-year period, 

including an increase from 16.1% in 2017 to 18.4% in 2019 (NH Department of 

Education, 2017, 2019). Survey results also reflected that 19.8% of high school students 

purposefully hurt themselves without wanting to die, 13.3% made a suicide plan, with 7% 

attempting suicide one or more times, and 2% made a suicide attempt that resulted in 

injury, poisoning, or overdose, all taking place within the 12-month period leading up to 

completing the survey (NH Department of Education, 2019).  

Substance use among youth is also on the rise both locally and at the state and 

regional levels (NH Department of Education, 2019). Local trends indicate an increase 

since 2014 in substance use across the board, including the use of alcohol and binge 

drinking, tobacco, marijuana, prescription pills, heroin, synthetics, and vaping. The 

desperation and hopelessness young people are experiencing is increasingly evident and 

has been reflected in the violence unfolding in American schools. From July of 1994 
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through June of 2016, there were a total of “423 school-associated homicide incidents” 

(Holland, 2019, p. 55), further indicating significant disconnection. Such pain and 

suffering was evident in the aftermath of the Sandy Hook Elementary School shooting in 

2012 that took the lives of 26 human beings, including 20 young children. In the wake of 

this tragedy, Scarlett Lewis developed the Jesse Lewis Choose Love Enrichment 

Program, named after her son, Jesse, who was murdered in the shooting (Jesse Lewis 

Choose Love, 2019; Lewis, 2014). The curriculum integrates social-emotional learning 

lessons with the goal of fostering connections among children and youth to prevent 

human suffering and devastation (Jesse Lewis Choose Love, 2019). This curriculum 

recognizes the significance of teaching children how to foster healthy relationships and is 

being adopted in schools nation-wide (Jesse Lewis Choose Love, 2019). 

Leadership Perspective on the Problem 

As a practitioner in the field of education, I have encountered the impact that love 

has in the context of middle school environments. I had the opportunity to serve as the 

executive director of the Pemi Youth Center (PYC), a non-profit organization in 

Plymouth, New Hampshire, that engages middle school and high school youth in 

empowerment programming after school. The mission of the organization is to cultivate 

“a sense of community, belonging, and self-esteem” (Pemi Youth Center, 2019). Serving 

an average of 120 youth per year from throughout a rural region, the PYC is staffed by 

Plymouth State University (PSU) students studying primarily in the disciplines of 

education, youth development, and social work that are trained and supervised by the 

organization’s executive director. Mentoring relationships remain the foundation of the 

organization’s impact (Pemi Youth Center, 2019).  
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During a 12-year tenure as executive director, I developed mentoring 

relationships with youth participants and staff members by sharing dialogue and lived 

experiences. Each conversation led to a deepened awareness of life, love, and the human 

experience from a leadership perspective. However, there was one particular interaction 

with a youth participant that moved my entire being like no other. This young person was 

demonstrating aggressive behavior and articulated a sense of worthlessness, explaining 

that engaging in conversation with him was a “waste of time” because he felt 

“unlovable.” These words settled deeply in my heart, sparking questions relative to what 

educational practices cultivate love and how such practices develop a sense of 

connectedness among youth. Such experiences have impacted my philosophical approach 

as a leader in the field of education.   

Throughout professional roles and educational experiences in the PSU EdD 

program, I have further developed as a servant leader in recognizing the significance of 

honoring the connections that exist between human beings and supporting the growth of 

those I lead. Love has been explained as being integral to a servant leadership approach 

(Greenleaf, 2002; Patterson, 2003, 2010; Secretan, 2006). Patterson (2003) asserted that 

agapao love, or the love of God for all, is one of the defining principles of servant 

leadership. As a servant leader, I strive to inspire and empower through love-based 

practices, such as empathy, compassion, and honest communication, instead of fear-based 

practices of coercion and shame (Brown, 2012; Secretan, 2006). Servant leaders listen 

with compassion and have the courage to offer vulnerability and authenticity (Brown, 

2012; Secretan, 2006). Love, defined as a state of being in connection with others that 

inspires spiritual growth (Hanh, 2004, 2007, 2015; hooks, 2001; Peck, 1978; Secretan, 
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2006), remains the foundation of my servant leadership approach and is applied in my 

professional roles as a youth development educator at PSU, the board president of PYC, 

and an advocate for the Jesse Lewis Choose Love Enrichment Program. It is my intention 

to engage in research and scholarship that positively contributes to the advancement of 

love-based educational practices that increase protective factors among youth.  

Specific Problem of Practice  

This study seeks to address the problem that youth are experiencing risk factors 

associated with disconnection and pain at alarming rates (Centers for Disease Control and 

Prevention, Division of Adolescent and School Health, 2018; Holland, 2019; NH 

Department of Education, 2017, 2019), and despite the fact that fostering loving 

relationships is a protective factor (Bernat et al., 2012; Centers for Disease Control and 

Prevention, Division of Adolescent and School Health, 2018), an ethic of love is lacking 

in the American educational system (Robinson-Morris, 2019). Scholars across disciplines 

have articulated concern about the sense of separateness and disconnection that exists in 

our modern day society, which leads to pain and suffering (Brown, 2012; Buscaglia, 

1972, 1983; Hanh, 2004, 2007, 2015; hooks, 2001; Merton, 1979; Salzberg, 1995, 2017; 

Secretan, 2006; & Srinivasan, 2014). Zajonc (2008) suggested, “It is time to articulate 

and practice an epistemology of love instead of one of separation” (p. 179), explaining 

that contemplative practices offer a path for realizing this. Without mindfulness, or the 

energy of love, a sense of disconnection and separateness is the prevailing experience 

(Hanh, 2004). Meditation allows for this energy to flow (Hanh, 2004).  

One population especially vulnerable to pain and disconnection are adolescents, 

who are in a period of cognitive development when an increase of complex and rational 
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reasoning evolves (Nakkula & Toshalis, 2006; Thompson, 2011). Early adolescence can 

be a challenging time in both undergoing hormonal changes during puberty, while further 

developing interpersonal skills and exploring identity (Nakkula & Toshalis, 2006). 

Research in neuroscience has indicated that significant brain development occurs during 

adolescence, when connections between brain regions are strengthened and the social and 

emotional centers of the brain become more active (Robinson, 2017). Furthermore, 

neuroscience has also provided evidence that adolescent brain development can be 

altered by environmental factors (Crone, 2009; Robinson, 2017), further indicating 

adolescence as a critical time period for building positive connections.   

Problem of Practice 

Research has suggested that a sense of connectedness is a protective factor among 

youth (Bernat et al., 2012; Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, Division of 

Adolescent and School Health, 2018), and literature has also demonstrated that creating 

loving educational environments rooted in close relationships between educators and 

students fosters a sense of connectedness (Chaskin & Rauner, 1995; Cloninger, 2008; 

Dennis, 2012; Ellerbrock et al., 2015; Goldstein, 1998; & Hayes et al., 1994). 

Furthermore, the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) findings indicate 

that a sense of connectedness for youth has long-term impact into adulthood in reducing 

health risk behaviors and mental health issues (CDC, 2019; Steiner et al., 2019). 

However, love remains an elusive and somewhat controversial topic in educational 

practice (Cloninger, 2008; Dennis, 2012; Ellerbrock et al., 2015; Robinson-Morris, 2019; 

White & Gradovski, 2018). In fact, Robinson-Morris (2019) suggested that an eastern 

philosophy could be applied pedagogically in advancing an ethic of love in education. 



 
 

11 

Research Question  

This study examines the impact of the contemplative practice of loving-kindness 

meditation, otherwise known as metta meditation, in middle school environments by 

examining the question: how does loving-kindness meditation impact the educator’s 

perception of love as Interbeing in the classroom experience?  
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Chapter 2: Review of Knowledge for Action 

Despite the fact that love is a common and frequently used term, the concept of 

love remains ambiguous and definitions vary from discipline to discipline. Interpretations 

range from understanding love as a “supreme emotion” that establishes connection 

(Fredrickson, 2013), to a skill that is developed (Freire, 2005; Fromm, 1956; Goldstein, 

1998), to a spiritual state of being (Hanh, 2004, 2007, 2015; hooks, 2001; Lorimer, 2015; 

Peck, 1978; Rinpoche & Swanson, 2012). Throughout history, scholars have 

philosophized and articulated the dimensions of love and ways in which it manifests in 

the human experience, and yet, love remains misunderstood in many contexts 

(Ackerman, 1995). Capturing this concept in, A Natural History of Love, American 

author and poet, Diane Ackerman (1995), pointed out how love can be considered 

controversial because society is “embarrassed by love,” as it is perceived in the context of 

romantic feelings and sexual relationships (p. 266). Love remains elusive in part because 

it is not well defined in the American modern day culture (Ackerman, 1995; hooks, 2001; 

Lee, 1988), and yet, it is fundamentally important in cultivating connections (Ackerman, 

1995). The following major theories and empirical studies relative to love provide a 

framework for this study.  

Review of the Educational Research Literature: Theoretical Sources 

Love as a concept has endured time throughout human existence, with the earliest 

writings about love dating back to ancient Egypt (Ackerman, 1995). There is no shortage 

of theories about love and human connection. Those included in the sections below are 

categorized by prevailing thought relative to love as a spiritual phenomenon (Aristotle, 

1999; Fredrickson, 2013; hooks, 2001; Lewis, 2017; Lorimer, 2015; Peck, 1978; Plato & 
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Andronum, 2018; Sorokin, 1957; & Templeton, 1999) and a cognitive phenomenon 

(Buscaglia, 1972, 1983; Fromm, 1956; Goldstein, 1998; Noddings, 1984, 2005, 2015; 

Vygotsky, 1978).   

Love as a Spiritual Phenomenon 

Ancient Greek philosophers such as Plato and Aristotle taught about the 

significance of love in society (Aristotle, 1999; Lewis, 2017; Plato & Andronum, 2018; 

Templeton, 1999). There are four distinctive Greek words for love, Storge, Eros, Philia, 

and Agape (Aristotle, 1999; Lewis, 2017; Plato & Andronum, 2018; Templeton, 1999). 

The Greek term storge linguistically signifies affection for another, usually in terms of a 

familial bond such as between a parent and a child, whereas eros denotes intense love or 

sexual passion (Lewis, 2017). Plato wrote about eros in terms of desiring ideal beauty 

(Plato & Andronum, 2018). This type of love is a reaction to physical stimuli and was not 

considered to be higher order love that runs deeper than physical attraction (Aristotle, 

1999; Lewis, 2017; Plato & Andronum, 2018; Templeton, 1999). In comparison, the term 

philia was associated with friendship as explained in Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics that 

discussed friendship at great length (Aristotle, 1999). Philia describes affection in the 

context of friendship between two people (Aristotle, 1999; Lewis, 2017; Plato & 

Andronum, 2018; Templeton, 1999). Transcending these Greek terms, agape denotes a 

pure, or charitable love that is unconditional, encompassing a state of interconnection 

among humanity and was said to require the help of God (Aristotle, 1999; Lewis, 2017; 

Plato & Andronum, 2018; Templeton, 1999). Agape love is most applicable to this study, 

and numerous scholars discussed below have articulated the essence of agape in various 

ways.  
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Though love has not always been as clearly defined as it was by ancient Greek 

philosophers, the concept has endured geographical, religious, and linguistic barriers 

throughout history (Aristotle, 1999; Lewis, 2017; Plato & Andronum, 2018; Templeton, 

1999), and the spiritual dimension of agape is found interwoven into many theories 

related to love. Bulgarian philosopher and teacher, Peter Deunov, was a thought leader in 

perennialism, the philosophy that all religions share a common truth (Lorimer, 2015). 

Deunov taught about Divine Love, which goes beyond the shifting of Human Love and 

Spiritual Love that is most typically reserved for close family members and friends 

(Lorimer, 2015). Rather, Divine Love, according to Deunov, represents the unchanging 

love that is given by the source, or God, which unites all beings (Lorimer, 2015), 

comparable to the concept of agape.  

Sociologist, Pitirim Sorokin, was among the first to study love at the intersection 

of science and religion (Sorokin, 1957). According to Sorokin (1957), exemplifying all 

five facets of love (defined as intensity, extensivity, duration, purity, and adequacy) 

requires assistance from a higher source, from where love originates. Likewise, M. Scott 

Peck (1978), a psychiatrist and author, defined love as “the will to extend one’s self for 

the purpose of nurturing one’s own or another’s spiritual growth” (p. 85). Peck (1978) 

discussed common fallacies surrounding love, including that love is merely a feeling 

linked to romantic relationships, or that love requires dependency on another person. 

Rather, Peck (1978) asserted that true love is action oriented in achieving spiritual 

growth.  

Leaning on the work of Peck (1978), social activist and author, bell hooks (2001), 

explained that care is only one aspect of love, and to experience the fullness of love 
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requires recognition, respect, commitment, trust, and affection, in addition to care (hooks, 

2001, p. 5). Ultimately, hooks (2001) adopted Peck’s (1978) definition of love as offering 

one’s being with the intention of nurturing one’s spiritual growth or that of another 

(hooks, 2001, p. 4), stressing the significance of human connection and the role that love 

plays in developing spiritually. In addition, hooks (2001) argued that love is not widely 

discussed or accepted due to confusion around the definitions and the lack of shared 

understanding. Love tends to be overly sexualized in contemporary society, which only 

contributes to the confusion of what love is and how it manifests in individual lives and 

communities (hooks, 2001).  

A scholar in the fields of positive psychology and social psychology, Barbara 

Fredrickson (2013), also articulated love as more than romantic feelings reserved for a 

partner or spouse, or the affection felt specifically for children, relatives, or friends, 

explaining that love nourishes the human body (much like food or oxygen), while aiding 

in spiritual growth (Fredrickson, 2013). The presence of love can be experienced beyond 

the confines of these well defined relationships into shared experiences with any human 

being because “love is connection” (Fredrickson, 2013, p. 17). This definition suggests 

that love could be cultivated not only among individuals within close relationships, but 

also among communities, in classrooms, and between strangers. These predominating 

definitions and theories of love as a force that emanates from source (Sorokin, 1957), 

which is spiritual in nature (Fredrickson, 2013; hooks, 2001; Peck, 1978), is consistent 

with the concept of agape and with spiritual and religious teachings from throughout 

history (Ackerman, 1995; Aristotle, 1999; Lewis, 2017; Plato & Andronum, 2018; 

Templeton, 1999).  



 
 

16 

Love as a Cognitive Phenomenon 

Research conducted by Lieberman (2014), Vygotsky (1978), and Zins (2004) 

demonstrates that relationships are integral to the cognitive learning process. Lev 

Vygotsky, an early 20th century Russian philosopher and psychologist, established the 

Social Development Theory on the tenant that a relationship with a more knowledgeable 

other, typically someone older, is required for a child to learn (Vygotsky, 1978). This 

theory emphasizes the importance of a learner having social engagement with an 

individual who possesses a higher ability level than the learner, usually a parent, teacher, 

or adult in a child’s life, but it could also describe a peer with more knowledge (McLeod, 

2007). This laid the foundation for inquiry into the role that human connection has in 

learning.  

In the 1950s, psychologists, John Bowlby, Mary Ainsworth, and others studied 

relationships between infants and mothers in developing the Attachment Theory 

(Ainsworth & Bell, 1970; Bowlby, 1969). This theory explains the significance of 

enduring relationships that form between infants and caregivers and how such 

relationships provide the foundation for social, emotional, and cognitive development 

(Ainsworth & Bell, 1970; Bowlby, 1969). A young child that has a secure bond with at 

least one adult is better equipped to form positive relationships with others throughout a 

lifetime (Ainsworth & Bell, 1970; Bowlby, 1969).  

Not only is human connection integral to cognitive development, it is a 

competency that can be taught, as explained by social psychologist, Erich Fromm (1956), 

who advanced seminal thought on the concept of love in the book, The Art of Loving. 

Fromm (1956) theorized that love is not indefinable or unexplainable, but rather a skill 



 
 

17 

that can be both taught and refined over time. Fromm (1956) contended that true love 

encompasses the four basic components of care, knowledge, responsibility, and respect. 

To fully love another person, one must begin by practicing self-love (Fromm, 1956). 

Connection to self was explained to be integral to forming connections with others and 

experiencing the fullness of love (Fromm, 1956; Hanh, 2007).  

Around the same time, Carl Rogers, a psychologist that took a humanistic 

approach, advanced the concepts of unconditional positive regard, genuineness, and 

empathy (Rogers, 1957). According to Rogers (1957), extending unconditional positive 

regard (i.e., acceptance without judgment), genuineness (i.e., openness), and empathy 

supports another’s personal development and growth through human connection. As such 

theories continued to shed light on the role that love plays in cognition and learning, 

scholars started to notice. Felice (Leo) Buscaglia taught the first college course in love, 

Love 1A, at the University of Southern California in 1969 (Buscaglia, 1972, 1983). 

According to Buscaglia (1972, 1983), love is a learned phenomenon that fosters human 

connection, and the lack of love leads to experiences of severe loneliness and 

hopelessness. Buscaglia (1972, 1983) asserted that love should have a place in education.  

This belief was also held by Thomas Merton (1979), a theologian, writer, and 

poet, who explained the purpose of education in terms of a student defining a sense of 

self and a relationship to the world. Merton (1979) pointed out the significance of 

experiencing love in education, which represents a “wholeness of life” (p. 27). Thus, 

education plays a critical role in how students learn to love self and others (Merton, 1979; 

Sieber, 2015). In this way, love is the acknowledgment of our collective and 

interconnected nature (Merton, 1979).  
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Likewise, educator and philosopher, Nel Noddings (1984, 2005, 2015), explained 

that education shapes loving and lovable people, emphasizing the significance of the 

ethic of care. Building on Nodding’s work, Lisa Goldstein also studied the ethic of care 

in the classroom and defined “teacherly love” as a distinct type of love that is expressed 

by educators who demonstrate affection and provide comfort (Goldstein, 1998, p. 217). 

Goldstein (1998) explained that love is not only emotional, but it also involves action on 

the part of the teacher, and “teacherly love” encompasses intimacy, commitment, and 

passion (Goldstein, 1998, p. 217).  

As love and human connection advanced educational practice, Robert Sternberg 

(1986), a psychologist who developed the Triangular Theory of Love, identified and 

defined three major components of love as pertaining to interpersonal relationships, 

including intimacy, passion, and commitment (Sternberg, 1986). These three components 

are visually represented as the points of a triangle in the model (Sternberg, 1986). 

Intimacy, according to Sternberg (1986), is the feeling of attachment or closeness to 

another, whereas passion is a more intense feeling of desire towards another person. The 

final component of commitment is a combination of the other two components. Sternberg 

(1986) talks about this component containing a decision to be together, either in the 

short-term or the long-term. Sternberg's (1986) Triangular Theory explains that 

friendship exists when only intimacy is present, whereas empty love exists when only 

commitment is present, and likewise, infatuation exists when only passion is present 

(Sternberg, 1986). In addition, compassionate love is the combination of intimacy and 

commitment, fatuous love is the combination of both passion and commitment, and 

romantic love is the combination of both intimacy and passion (Sternberg, 1986). The 
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combination of all three components of intimacy, passion, and commitment result in 

consummate love, according to Sternberg (1986). 

Though more pragmatic in approach, Sternberg's (1986) Triangular Theory of 

Love was constructed on the premise of human connection and the relationships that are 

built between people. Additionally, psychologist, Elaine Hatfield (1988), made 

distinctions between Passionate Love and Compassionate Love, acknowledging the 

different kinds of relationships that manifest. Hatfield and Walster (1985) defined 

compassionate love as “the affection we feel for those with whom our lives are deeply 

entwined” (p. 9). This is another example that highlights the interconnected nature of 

love.   

Scholars also explored strategies in fostering love, as educator and philosopher of 

communication, Paulo Freire (2005), explained in considering love as being dialogical. 

Freire (2005) stated that love is not simply an emotion that is detached from daily 

experiences, but rather it emerges from “an act of daring, or courage, of critical 

reflection” (Freire, 2005, p. xxx). Margaret Wheatley (2002), a scholar of organizational 

behavior, offered the definition of love as “anything we do that helps others discover 

their humanity” (p. 138). According to Wheatley (2002), this requires connection through 

conversation and the willingness to listen to one another. Likewise, Brené Brown, 

researcher and social worker, studied connection and discovered that having the courage 

to offer vulnerability is at the heart of experiencing love (Brown, 2010, 2012). However, 

fear of vulnerability creates a barrier for connection as explained by Wheatley (2002) and 

Brown (2010, 2012). Love is courageous and isn’t engulfed by fear (Brown, 2012; Freire, 
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2005). Moving through fear in such a way that allows for authentic and vulnerable 

conversation is a gentle and brave act of love (Brown, 2010, 2012; Wheatley, 2002).  

What emerged from the theories explored above is that love and human 

connection is foundational to learning and development (Ainsworth & Bell, 1970; 

Bowlby, 1969; Goldstein, 1998; Lieberman, 2014; Noddings, 1984, 2005, 2015; Rogers, 

1957; Sternberg, 1986; Vygotsky, 1978; & Zins, 2004), and love can in fact be learned 

(Brown, 2010, 2012; Buscaglia, 1972, 1983; Fromm, 1956; Hatfield, 1988; Merton, 

1979; Sieber, 2015; & Wheatley, 2002). In the next section, the theory of Interbeing is 

highlighted, which is the anchor construct for this study.  

Love as Interbeing 

The interconnected quality of human beings is a construct that emerged in the 

teachings of eastern philosophy (Hagens, 2017; Hanh, 2007; Rinpoche & Swanson, 2012; 

Sieber, 2015). Buddhism teaches that the energy of mindfulness, or smrti, makes way to 

love and “touch life deeply” (Hanh, 2004, p. 17). Bridging the spiritual, emotional, and 

cognitive aspects of love is the theory of Interbeing, as defined by Thich Nhat Hanh 

(2007). A Buddhist monk and social activist, Hanh, leveraged traditional Buddhist 

teachings to develop a movement for peace and compassion during the Vietnam War 

(Sieber, 2015). According to Hanh (2004, 2007), actively looking and seeing the other is 

to love, and seeing the other requires seeing and knowing the self. To love is to 

acknowledge that which exists between the self and the other, and this is what Hanh 

(2007) referred to as interbeing. Humans cannot exist alone individually, rather humans 

“inter-be” (Hanh, 2015, p. 92). Literally meaning “to be mutual,” interbeing honors the 
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interconnected essence of humanity (Sieber, 2015), and it creates common ground 

(Hagens, 2017).  

 Furthermore, Hanh (2015) asserted that True Love consists of the four elements of 

loving-kindness, compassion, joy, and equanimity (p. 16). Love must be learned through 

practice (Hanh, 2015), which includes “deep listening” and “loving speech” (Hanh, 2004, 

p. 39). In fact, to love another requires the practice of knowing oneself, and loving-

kindness allows for understanding of oneself, from which love flows (Hanh, 2004, 2015). 

Without mindfulness, or the energy of love, disconnection and separateness is the 

prevailing experience (Hanh, 2004). This philosophy is echoed in other eastern teachings.  

Tsoknyi Rinpoche, another Buddhist teacher whose philosophy of Essence Love 

illuminated love as a state of being, which is the birthright of all people (Rinpoche & 

Swanson, 2012, p. 64). Essence love transcends the thinking of the mind and can also be 

felt in the body (Rinpoche & Swanson, 2012). In this state of being, the fullness of 

interconnection or the construct of interbeing, as described by Hanh (2007), can be 

experienced.  

Relative to eastern philosophy, physicist Arthur Zajonc (2008), asserted that the 

goal of meditation as a contemplative practice “is the joining of insight and compassion, 

wisdom and love” (p. 13). Meditation creates space to encounter interconnectedness and 

to get in touch with the vibration of love, of which fear is absent (Zajonc, 2008). In this 

way, Zajonc (2008) suggests that meditation can be applied in cultivating love and a 

sense of interconnectedness or interbeing. As Zajonc (2008) explained, meditation can be 

used as an approach for inquiry into the nature of the self and the world. 
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Asher (2003) examined interbeing as a pedagogy, explaining that interbeing 

transcends the binary “self” and “other” and recognizes the interconnected nature of 

humanity (Asher, 2003, p. 235). According to Asher (2003), experiencing interbeing is 

transformative for students and teachers in gaining new perspectives, and contemplative 

practices cultivate a sense of interbeing (Hanh, 2007; Hanh & Kotler, 1991; Sieber, 

2015). Likewise, an educator and scholar in the fields of social-emotional learning and 

mindfulness in education, Meena Srinivasan, asserted that the contemplative practice of 

loving-kindness meditation can help to “lessen this sense of being separate,” as applied in 

educational practice (Srinivasan, 2014, p. 47). 

What emerges collectively from the literary evidence discussed above is that love 

is integral to the human experience (Ackerman, 1995; Aristotle, 1999; Brown, 2010, 

2012; Fredrickson, 2013; Freire, 2005; Fromm, 1956; Goldstein, 1998; hooks, 2001; 

Lewis, 2017; Lorimer, 2015; Merton, 1979; Peck, 1978; Plato & Andronum, 2018; 

Rinpoche & Swanson, 2012; Rogers, 1957; Sorokin, 1957; Srinivasan, 2014; Sternberg, 

1986; Wheatley, 2002; & Zajonc, 2008). Loving connections run deeper than affection 

and represents the connecting force of humanity (Fromm, 1956; Wheatley, 2002), and 

establishing love and connection with students requires educators to offer authenticity 

and vulnerability (Brown, 2010, 2012; Buscaglia, 1972, 1983; Nicola, 2014; Palmer, 

1998). At the crux of the definitions and theories explored above is the understanding of 

love as a state of being that honors the interconnected nature of humanity. Assuming the 

definition of love in terms of interbeing and interconnectedness, the constructs of loving-

kindness meditation and interbeing are examined through this phenomenological study. 
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The next section explores empirical studies relative to love in education and the practice 

of loving-kindness meditation in cultivating a sense of connectedness.  

Review of the Educational Research Literature: Empirical Sources 

 Empirical studies have indicated a relationship between human connection and 

one’s ability to learn (Lieberman, 2014; Malin et al., 2014). In addition, benefits for 

youth development exist when love is applied in educational settings (Cloninger, 2008; 

Creasey et al., 2009; Dennis, 2012; Ellerbrock & Kiefer, 2010; Fitzsimmons & Lanphar, 

2011; Hayes et al., 1994; Henricsson & Rydell, 2004; Klassen & Anderson, 2009; 

Klassen & Chiu , 2010; Vogt, 2002; & White & Gradovski, 2018). The following section 

examines the role that love plays in the learning process and considers the benefits for 

youth highlighted in research.    

Love and the Learning Process 

 Duchesne et al. (2009) conducted a study relative to Attachment Theory among 

626 adolescents in Grade 6, which suggested that attachment to parents, and especially to 

the mother, typically results in fewer anxiety symptoms experienced by adolescents in the 

transition to middle school. These findings were statistically significant (p < 0.05) 

(Duchesne et al., 2009, p. 752). Though limited by geographical region, this study helps 

to describe why strong relationships with caregivers are foundational for youth 

development. More recent neuroscience has indicated that learning is a social process 

based on human biology, which points to the reason that human beings are motivated by 

social connection (Lieberman, 2014). Social-emotional development is foundational, and 

yet, supporting social-emotional learning tends to be fragmented throughout educational 

curriculum (Zins, 2004). Thus, the need to integrate social-emotional learning in an 
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intentional way remains, and educators play a critical role in the development of these 

competencies (Zins, 2004).  

Though conventional thought perpetuated the idea that an adult brain, or even a 

teen brain, is rigid and unable to change processes, breakthroughs in neuroscience have 

suggested the opposite (Begley, 2007; Goleman & Davidson, 2017). Research also 

indicates that adolescent brains go through “extensive synapse formation” (Begley, 2007, 

p. 113). Furthermore, contemplative practices can result in neuroplasticity through 

regular training (Begley, 2007; Goleman & Davidson, 2017). Davidson and Begley 

(2013) explained how human beings respond to experiences, even similar experiences, 

very differently because individuals have varying emotional styles and responses to 

adversity. Recent advancements in contemplative neuroscience have indicated that with 

deliberate thought patterns, individuals can change emotional responses and create new 

habits of mind (Davidson & Begley, 2013).  

 Malin et al. (2014) conducted a qualitative study that included 146 adolescents 

spanning Grade 6 through college sophomores and juniors, to examine youths’ sense of 

purpose development. Participants were interviewed twice in a 2-year time period, and 

questions were specific to life goals (Malin et al., 2014). Findings suggested the 

significance of maintaining close relationships to family members for adolescents to 

develop a sense of purpose while undergoing life transitions (Malin et al., 2014). This 

study points to the impact of human connection on youth development, however, like 

other social-emotional studies discussed, it doesn’t specifically reference love. Yet, 

researchers and scholars have identified love as an integral aspect of relationship building 

in the context of fostering human connection (Buscaglia, 1972, 1983; Fredrickson, 2013; 
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Fromm, 1956; Hanh, 2007; hooks, 2001; Salzberg, 1995, 2017; Sorokin, 1957; & 

Sternberg, 1986). The following section delves into evidence relative to love and 

educational practice.       

Love Applied in Educational Environments  

Love is challenging to define and difficult to measure, which explains why it is 

not always discussed in relation to educational strategies (White & Gradovski, 2018). 

Though love has been demonstrated to have positive impact in educational environments, 

it is not always embraced as a core tenant in educational practice (Dennis, 2012; 

Robinson-Morris, 2019). However, love, associated with positive relationships among 

teachers and students, should have a place in education (White & Gradovski, 2018). 

Educators who provide a “supportive presence” in fostering kindness, compassion, 

generosity, and empathy facilitate the development of positive classroom communities 

(Levine, 2003, p. 7).  

Teacher and Student Connections. Foundational research was conducted by 

Hayes et al. (1994) in studying the caring behaviors of teachers and how those behaviors 

were identified by youth Grade 6. Researchers administered a questionnaire that included 

an open-ended essay component asking students to think of two different teachers who 

provided care, and then to explain how the care was expressed (Hayes et al., 1994). 

Findings from the 208 youth participants pointed to the importance of feeling that they 

received attention from teachers outside of the classroom, received assistance and 

encouragement from teachers, felt listened to, received fair treatment, and also that 

teachers made the subject matter interesting and fun (Hayes et al., 1994). This study is 
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one piece of literary context to underpin the significance of love in educational 

environments in terms of developing a sense of interconnection. 

Demonstrating care for students is an important aspect of teaching (Noddings, 

1984, 2005, 2015; Vogt, 2002), and building positive connections with students 

transcends gender as explained by a study conducted by Vogt (2002). This qualitative 

study included interviewing 32 Swiss and English primary teachers as well as the 

observation of artifacts, including photographs and drawings (Vogt, 2002). Findings 

indicated that both female and male teachers applied an ethic of care in reflecting on 

experiences (Vogt, 2002). The sample size of this study was limited, as was the 

geographical region. However, it pointed to the impact of the ethic of care as explained 

by Noddings (1984, 2005, 2015) in building relationships in classroom environments 

(Vogt, 2002). The relationship between a teacher and a student is integral to the learning 

process and significant to the success of youth (Henricsson & Rydell, 2004; Noddings, 

2005, 2015; Vogt, 2002). 

Teacher and student connection also impacts student behaviors as explained by 

Henricsson and Rydell (2004), who studied the perceptions of Swedish children related to 

their relationships with teachers. This mixed methods study included 26 children with 

externalizing behavior problems (outwardly destructive behaviors), 25 with internalizing 

behavior problems (internal destructive behaviors), and 44 in a non-problematic category 

(Henricsson & Rydell, 2004). Participants were assessed in Grade 1 using the Rutter 

CBQ instrument, which provided quantitative data, and then in Grade 2, researchers 

observed teacher-child interactions in classroom settings (Henricsson & Rydell, 2004). 

The perceptions of participants were then assessed in Grade 3 (Henricsson & Rydell, 
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2004). Findings were statistically significant (p < 0.05) and pointed to participants with 

the externalizing problems experiencing more conflicts with teachers and more negative 

perceptions of relationships with teachers, whereas participants with internalizing 

problems experienced more dependent relationships with teachers (Henricsson & Rydell, 

2004, p. 124). The use of an existing instrument contributed to the reliability and validity 

of this study. However, there was a limited sample size, which impacts generalizable 

claims that can be made.  

Strategies in assessing student-educator relationships was studied by Creasey et 

al. (2009) among college students and professors by conducting a quantitative study of 

the Student-Instructor Relationship Scale (SIRS). This instrument is a 36-item inventory 

that measures student-instructor connectedness and anxiety levels (Creasey et al., 2009). 

Findings indicated the two dimensions of connectedness and anxiety being related to 

achievement orientations (Creasey et al., 2009). Results were statistically significant, as 

the connectedness and anxiety subscales within the SIRS were inversely correlated (r = 

.32, p < 0.0001) (Creasey et al., 2009, p. 5). The students who reported a connected and 

safe relationship with the instructor also had lower levels of anxiety, and likewise, the 

students who reported a lack of connection with the instructor experienced higher levels 

of anxiety (Creasey et al., 2009). The study was not specific to middle school youth, 

however, findings were consistent with other studies suggesting the significance of safe 

and loving connections between educators and students (Cloninger, 2008; Creasey et al., 

2009; Hayes et al., 1994). 

Positive connections between educators and students seem to benefit both, as 

found by Klassen and Anderson (2009) in a quantitative study about job satisfaction 
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among 210 secondary school teachers residing in Southwest England, which was 

compared to a similar study published in 1962. Participants in this study rated their job 

satisfaction significantly lower than those in 1962 (p = .001), and findings suggested that 

teachers are most concerned with student behavior and time demands as it relates to 

teacher satisfaction (Klassen & Anderson, 2009). In addition, Klassen and Chiu (2010) 

studied factors of teacher satisfaction with a sample of 1,430 teachers and found that 

participants with greater classroom stress had lower self-efficacy and levels of job 

satisfaction, indicating the significance of positive connections with students for teachers.  

These studies provide a contextual background as it pertains to teacher and 

student connections within educational settings. What emerged from studies included in 

this section is that positive connections benefit youth in terms of protective factors 

(Creasey et al., 2009; Hayes et al., 1994; Henricsson & Rydell, 2004; Klassen & 

Anderson, 2009; Vogt, 2002) as well as educators in terms of job satisfaction (Klassen & 

Anderson, 2009). In the next section, studies specific to love in educational settings are 

examined.  

Love in Classroom Settings. Though significant, love and care are often 

regarded as an extra in classroom environments, as explained in a journal article written 

by Ellerbrock et al. (2015). The perception of care among students was explored by 

Ellerbrock et al. (2015), who explained how even when teachers believe their actions are 

caring, students do not always perceive actions as caring. Fostering open and honest 

communication creates positive classroom communities (Ellerbrock et al., 2015). Though 

not generalizable, these findings are relevant to this study.  
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An ethnographic study, focused specifically on the phenomenon of love in two 

classrooms within one Midwest high school, was conducted by Cloninger (2008). 

Findings pointed to the use of accessible and understandable language as helping to foster 

loving environments (Cloninger, 2008). In addition, creating a safe space where students 

feel listened to is integral to a loving classroom, and such an environment promotes 

making meaning and context for all knowledge shared (Cloninger, 2008). The study was 

limited to a small sample size in one school that Cloninger taught in, and thus, personal 

bias could be considered a factor in making claims related to outcomes of educator and 

student relationships (Cloninger, 2008). Yet, the findings of this study were consistent 

with other research that has demonstrated the significance of love in building a sense of 

connection in the context of education (Creasey et al., 2009; Dennis, 2012; Ellerbrock & 

Kiefer, 2010; Fitzsimmons & Lanphar, 2011; Hayes et al., 1994; Henricsson & Rydell, 

2004; Klassen & Anderson, 2009; Klassen & Chiu , 2010; Vogt, 2002; & White & 

Gradovski, 2018). 

Teaching methods that develop caring communities was explored through a 

qualitative case study conducted by Ellerbrock and Kiefer (2010) at a large high school. 

The study included observing, interviewing, and conducting focus groups of a Grade 9 

teacher and Grade 9 students (Ellerbrock & Kiefer, 2010). Findings suggested the degree 

to which educators invested energy into the academic program that fostered a sense of 

connection was a major component in promoting a caring community (Ellerbrock & 

Kiefer, 2010). This study was limited in scale and scope, and though it is not applicable 

to all youth populations, it provides important context relative to the significance of 
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fostering connected and engaged learning environments that are emotionally safe for 

students (Ellerbrock & Kiefer, 2010; Fitzsimmons & Lanphar, 2011).  

Honoring human emotion and cultivating connections are essential to authentic 

learning in middle school classrooms (Fitzsimmons & Lanphar, 2011). In a qualitative 

case study that included 15 middle school youth of one classroom in Santa Barbara, 

California, researchers made observations, conducted semi-structured interviews, and 

analyzed student reflective journals (Fitzsimmons & Lanphar, 2011). Findings suggested 

that the role emotions play in learning is critical in middle school students’ reflective and 

practical abilities (Fitzsimmons & Lanphar, 2011). Emotional engagement led students to 

make intentional decisions. The teacher’s willingness to embrace student emotions 

created an open learning environment (Fitzsimmons & Lanphar, 2011). This study points 

to the significance of establishing loving educational environments for middle school 

students, though it was limited by a small sample size.  

Research specific to the application of love in educational practice and 

environments indicates benefits for students in terms of increased connection to 

educators, which supports development (Hayes et al., 1994), while reducing anxiety 

(Creasey et al., 2009). In addition, educators also experience benefits, including lower 

stress levels (Klassen and Chiu, 2010) and increased job satisfaction (Klassen & 

Anderson, 2009), and fostering love in classroom communities has positive implications 

for developing interconnection (Cloninger, 2008; Creasey et al., 2009; Dennis, 2012; 

Ellerbrock et al., 2015; Ellerbrock & Kiefer, 2010; Fitzsimmons & Lanphar, 2011; Hayes 

et al., 1994; Henricsson & Rydell, 2004; Klassen & Anderson, 2009; Klassen & Chiu , 

2010; Levine, 2003; Vogt, 2002; & White & Gradovski, 2018). There are many 
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approaches and strategies for educators to express love and establish connections within 

educational environments (Creasey et al., 2009; Dennis, 2012; Ellerbrock & Kiefer, 

2010; Fitzsimmons & Lanphar, 2011; Hayes et al., 1994; Henricsson & Rydell, 2004; 

Klassen & Anderson, 2009; Klassen & Chiu , 2010; Vogt, 2002; & White & Gradovski, 

2018). In the next section, the contemplative practice of loving-kindness meditation is 

explored as a pedagogy that cultivates loving classroom environments. 

Contemplative Practices and Loving-Kindness or Metta Meditation 

Contemplative practices encompass a variety of activities that bring attention and 

awareness into the present moment, such as meditation, visualization, journaling, yoga, 

etc. (Chodron, 1991; Hanh, 2007; Kabat-Zinn, 2013; Salzberg, 1995, 2017; Zajonc, 

2008). Rooted in eastern philosophy, contemplative practices nurture connection with self 

and with others (Kabat-Zinn, 2013; Rinpoche & Swanson, 2012; Salzberg, 1995, 2017; 

Zajonc, 2008), and research relative to contemplative practices has indicated 

effectiveness in generating positive connection towards self and others (Kabat-Zinn, 

2013; Rinpoche & Swanson, 2012; Salzberg, 1995, 2017; Zajonc, 2008). Contemplative 

scholar, Jon Kabat-Zinn (2013), explained that practicing mindfulness is “a radical act of 

love on every level” (p. xxxi). 

Prevailing mind-sets and pedagogies in teaching produce more mindlessness than 

mindfulness in the American education system, as explained by Langer (2000). 

Mindfulness is the contemplative practice of maintaining an open and alert state of mind 

that is engaged in the present moment, whereas mindlessness is a more static state of 

mind that automatically responds based on what was learned in the past (Langer, 2000). 
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Teaching students to approach learning with mindful observations and inquiry, instead of 

teaching absolutes, encourages active engagement and curiosity (Langer, 2000).  

Through modern neuroscience and brain imagery, a growing body of research 

indicates that meditation impacts neuroplasticity, the brain’s ability to develop new 

neural pathways (Begley, 2007; Davidson & Begley, 2013; Goleman & Davidson, 2017). 

Significant brain development takes place during adolescence (Begley, 2007), which 

suggests that contemplative practices would have positive impact during this 

developmental stage. In addition, studies have suggested that both educators and students 

benefit from mindful approaches in terms of gaining a sense of well-being and fostering 

positive relationships (Becker et al., 2017; Britton et al., 2014; Viafora et al., 2015). 

 Britton et al. (2014) studied classroom-based mindfulness meditation among 101 

Grade 6 students by administering an intervention of non-elective and teacher 

implemented meditation. Findings suggested that mindfulness meditation is beneficial to 

integrate into curriculum, as it may have a positive impact on middle school youth 

(Britton et al., 2014). The study was limited by demographics of a higher income 

community, but it is relevant in terms of a middle school population.  

 Viafora et al. (2015) also researched the effectiveness of mindfulness as it relates 

specifically to middle school students through an 8-week mindfulness course. This mixed 

methods study found that students in traditional classrooms engaging in mindful practices 

are likely to improve in awareness and acceptance, and students in the study who were 

experiencing homelessness while engaging in mindful practices are likely to experience 

greater emotional well-being (Viafora et al., 2015). Though this study provides relevant 

context, it was limited in scale and scope. What emerged from research is that 
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contemplative practices positively impacts both students and educators (Becker et al., 

2017; Viafora et al., 2015). 

Teachers with higher dispositional mindfulness may experience higher quality 

relationships with students as explained by a study conducted by researchers, Becker et 

al. (2017). The study included 1,001 pre-school teachers in Pennsylvania from 37 Head 

Start Programs (Becker et al., 2017). Teachers engaged in an online survey about 

mindfulness and relationships with students (Becker et al., 2017). Findings linked 

mindfulness to enhanced educator and youth relationships (Becker et al., 2017), though 

the study was limited to a pre-school population, suggesting that more research needs to 

be conducted in older grades.  

In general, contemplative practices have been found to aid in the development of 

positive connections with self and others (Asher, 2003; Becker et al., 2017; Chodron, 

1991; Hanh, 2007; Kabat-Zinn, 2013; Langer, 1997, 2000; Salzberg, 1995, 2017; Sieber, 

2015; Viafora et al., 2015; & Zajonc, 2008). Additionally, engaging students in mindful 

practices increases engagement (Langer, 2000) and carries benefits for educators and 

students alike in advancing well-being (Becker et al., 2017; Britton et al., 2014; Viafora 

et al., 2015). In the next section, studies specific to the contemplative practice of loving-

kindness meditation are discussed.  

Loving-Kindness Meditation. The contemplative practice of loving-kindness 

meditation, otherwise referred to as metta meditation, provides a pathway to gain a sense 

of connection and experience love (Chodron, 1991; Gunaratana, 2017; Hutcherson et al., 

2008; Kabat-Zinn, 2013; Kirby & Laczko, 2017; Salzberg, 1995; & Templeton, 1999). 

Metta is a Pali word that translates to love or loving-kindness (Gunaratana, 2017; 
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Salzberg, 1995). Gunaratana (2017) explained that metta is the kind of love experienced 

by one’s “whole being” (p. 2). The practice of loving-kindness meditation includes 

sending love both inward to self and outward to others and outward to the world 

(Gunaratana, 2017). Meditation teacher and author, Sharon Salzberg (1995), explained 

that metta is “the ability to embrace all parts of ourselves, as well as all parts of the 

world....We can open to everything with the healing force of love” (p. 22). Practicing 

loving-kindness meditation could foster forgiveness and could support approaching self 

and others with gentleness, kindness, and love (Kabat-Zinn, 2013). Loving-kindness 

meditation has consistently been found to foster positive feelings and emotional 

dispositions for self and others, thus increasing prosocial behavior (Bankard, 2015). 

Though traditional thought has emphasized the importance of personal willpower in 

building prosocial behavior, a growing body of evidence suggests the significance of 

“emotion and intuition” (Bankard, 2015, p. 2324). In fact, a loving-kindness meditation 

practice could change behavioral dispositions (Bankard, 2015).  

 Hutcherson et al. (2008) conducted research specific to how a loving-kindness 

meditation practice could generate a sense of connection toward strangers in a controlled 

study. The study included 93 participants and examined effects on both positive and 

negative moods by measuring implicit and explicit responses to photographs of the 

participants themselves, a close other, and three strangers, both before and after the 

intervention (Hutcherson et al., 2008). Participants were randomly divided into two 

groups, one group engaged in a guided loving-kindness meditation after viewing the 

photos, and the other group did not engage in the meditation but was instead shown 

neutral photos (Hutcherson et al., 2008). For both groups, a second set of implicit and 
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explicit evaluations were given (Hutcherson et al., 2008). Findings were statistically 

significant (p < 0.05) and indicated that practicing loving-kindness meditation may 

increase positive social emotions while decreasing social isolation (Hutcherson et al., 

2008, p. 722). This study was limited to adult participants and did not include youth.  

Another study specific to potential outcomes of loving-kindness meditation, 

which was conducted by Fredrickson et al. (2008), examined how the practice impacted 

the broaden-and-build theory of positive emotions (how positive emotions compound 

over time). The study included 139 participants, and of these participants, half were 

randomly assigned to practicing a loving-kindness meditation (Fredrickson et al., 2008). 

This study concluded that the meditation practice increased positive emotions related to 

daily experiences, which in turn increased personal resources such as mindfulness, a 

sense of purpose, and social support (Fredrickson et al., 2008). These findings were 

statistically significant (intercept variance p < 0.0001 and week variance p < 0.0002) 

(Fredrickson et al., 2008, p. 1052). This helps to explain how loving-kindness meditation 

impacts social connections (Fredrickson et al., 2008; Hutcherson et al., 2008). Yet, this 

study was also limited to adult participants, suggesting that more research is necessary 

among youth populations.   

One reason that loving-kindness meditation seems to foster positive connections 

might be in part due to how it impacts a sense of compassion, as explained in a study by 

Lutz et al. (2008). This study included 15 adult long-term expert Buddhist meditators as 

well as 15 adult novice meditators (Lutz et al., 2008). Participants engaged in loving-

kindness meditation several times by bringing to mind an individual the participant cared 

about, with each session lasting approximately 10-minutes (Lutz et al., 2008). During 
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each session, researchers randomly played audio, representing both positively perceived 

emotional sounds, such as laughter, and negatively perceived emotional sounds, such as 

crying (Bankard, 2015; Lutz et al., 2008). There were also neutral periods of rest during 

the sessions (Bankard, 2015; Lutz et al., 2008). Brain scans generated through functional 

magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) and analysis supported the initial hypothesis that 

loving-kindness meditation would increase participants’ compassion as an emotional 

response relative to the level of experience in meditation (Bankard, 2015; Lutz et al., 

2008). Findings were statistically significant (p < 0.05) and pointed to loving-kindness 

meditation producing compassion (Lutz et al., 2008, e1897), and evidence also suggests 

that the practice produces empathy for self (Shahar et al., 2014) and others (Galante et al., 

2016). 

 Shahar et al. (2014) conducted a study that included 38 adult participants that 

scored high on the self-critical perfectionism subscale of the Dysfunctional Attitude 

Scale. Of those participants, half were put on a waitlist and half engaged in a loving-

kindness meditation intervention, with the waitlisted participants receiving the 

intervention directly after the waitlist period (Shahar et al., 2014). Results were 

statistically significant (p < 0.05) and suggested that loving-kindness meditation might 

effectively alleviate self-criticism and increase self-compassion, thus improving 

depressive symptoms among individuals who are self-critical (Shahar et al., 2014, p. 

351). A follow-up analysis suggested that results stayed consistent even at 3-months post 

intervention (Shahar et al., 2014).  

Loving-kindness meditation appears to produce empathy for self (Shahar et al., 

2014), and may also facilitate a sense of well-being by reducing anxiety, as found by a 
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study conducted by Galante et al. (2016). The study included 809 participants that 

engaged in a video-based loving-kindness online course (Galante et al., 2016). Findings 

suggested that participants were less anxious (p = .03) (Galante et al., 2016, p. 322). 

Though significant to loving-kindness meditation research, this study was also limited to 

adult participants. Yet, findings indicated that empathy fosters a sense of connection to 

others (Galante et al., 2016), suggesting again that loving-kindness meditation could 

generate a sense of interbeing. 

Other quantitative studies specific to loving-kindness meditation focused on the 

relationships between parents and children (Kirby & Laczko, 2017; Kirby & Baldwin, 

2018). Kirby and Laczko (2017) examined the effects of a 15-minute guided loving-

kindness meditation on the relationships between parents and young adults living at home 

in a study that included 97 participants. Results pointed to evidence that loving-kindness 

meditation develops goodwill towards self and others (Kirby & Laczko, 2017). In 

addition, the practice increased motivation to be self-compassionate, which could be 

beneficial in managing conflict (Kirby & Laczko, 2017). Another finding from this study 

that was statistically significant (p < 0.005) was that participants reported feeling more 

compassionate after engaging in loving-kindness meditation (Kirby & Laczko, 2017, 

1894). Kirby and Baldwin (2018) conducted a study that included 61 parents of younger 

children, engaging in a 15-minute guided loving-kindness meditation. Findings from this 

study reinforced that meditation builds relationships between parents and children 

through the promotion of prosocial behaviors (Kirby & Baldwin, 2018, p. 1621). Though 

these studies are limited by demographics, scale, and scope, findings are relevant to the 
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potential impact of loving-kindness meditation in producing awareness of 

interconnectedness or interbeing.  

Studies conducted specific to the contemplative practice of loving-kindness 

meditation (i.e., sending love inward and outward) have indicated that engaging in this 

practice produces increased positive emotions (Fredrickson et al.), fosters empathy 

(Galante et al., 2016), may increase goodwill for self and others (Kirby & Laczko, 2017), 

and may increase positive social connections (Hutcherson et al., 2008; Kirby & Baldwin, 

2018). Such findings suggest that loving-kindness meditation is a potential strategy for 

cultivating love as interbeing, specifically within educational environments. 

Data from Stakeholders  

Statistics from the Youth Risk Behavior Survey (YRBS), a self-reported national 

assessment tool, indicated that mental health issues among youth are on the rise on a 

national basis (CDC, 2018). Relative to mental health and suicidal ideation, the YRBS 

measures persistent feelings of both sadness and hopelessness among youth, and findings 

have indicated that youth who experience these persistent feelings have a higher 

propensity to engage in risky behaviors (CDC, 2018). Furthermore, positive relationships 

and school connectedness have been found to provide a protective factor for youth 

(Bernat et al., 2012; Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, Division of Adolescent 

and School Health, 2018), further indicating the need for loving educational 

environments. 

In comparing local findings from the 2019 YRBS relative to self-harm and 

bullying behaviors, regional statistics for the Pemi-Baker School District are even higher 
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than the State of New Hampshire statistics (NH Department of Education, 2019), as 

indicated in Table 2.  

 

Table 2  

State of NH Youth Risk Behavior Survey Results: Self-Harm & Bullying  

Indicator Region State of 
NH 

Percentage of students who purposely hurt themselves without wanting to 
die (one or more times) during the past 12 months 
 

22.7% 19.8% 

Percentage of students who ever felt sad or hopeless (almost every day for 2 
or more weeks in a row so that they stopped doing some usual activities) 
during the past 12 months 
 

36.5% 33.6% 

Percentage of students who ever seriously considered attempting suicide 
during the past 12 months  
 

19.2% 18.4% 

Percentage of students who made a plan about how they would attempt 
suicide during the past 12 months 
 

13.9% 13.3% 

Percentage of students who attempted suicide (one or more times) during the 
past 12 months 
 

8.5% 7.0% 

Percentage of students who had a suicide attempt that resulted in an injury, 
poisoning, or overdose that had to be treated by a doctor or nurse during the 
past 12 months 
 

3.1% 2.0% 

Percentage of students who did not go to school because they felt unsafe at 
school or on their way to or from school (on at least 1 day) during the past 
12 months 
 

7.9% 6.9% 

Percentage of students who were ever bullied on school property during the 
past 12 months 

27.0% 23.0% 

Percentage of students who were ever electronically bullied (counting being 
bullied through texting, Instagram, Facebook, or other social media) during 
the past 12 months 

22.3% 20.1% 

Note. This table includes data from the 2019 State of New Hampshire Youth Risk 

Behavior Survey and was adapted from NH Department of Education (2019).   
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As noted in chapter one, the 2019 YRBS also indicated that substance use has 

increased locally in the State of New Hampshire and on a regional basis (NH Department 

of Education, 2019). These data are captured in Table 3. 

 

Table 3  

State of NH Youth Risk Behavior Survey Results: Substance Use 

 2014 TAP 2017 YRBS 2019 YRBS 2019 NH YRBS 
Alcohol (30 day) 23 25 30.4 26.8 
Tobacco (30 day) 6 6 6.6 5.5 
Marijuana (30 day) 20 18.5 32.9 26.1 
Binge Drinking (30 
day) 11 12 16.9 14.1 
Rx (lifetime) 6 8 12.2 10 
Rx (30 day)   4.1 6.2 4.3 
Heroin (lifetime) 0.5 0 1.5 1.5 
Synthetics (lifetime) 5.4 4 10.7 8.6 
Vaping (lifetime)   43.5 54.6 49.8 
Vaping (30 day)   31.8 41 33.8 

Note. This table includes data from the 2019 State of New Hampshire Youth Risk 

Behavior Survey and was adapted from NH Department of Education (2019).   

 

Summary 

What has emerged from research is that a sense of connectedness provides youth 

with a protective factor that prevents risky behavior (Bernat et al., 2012; Centers for 

Disease Control and Prevention, Division of Adolescent and School Health, 2018). In 

addition, the literature discussed above has indicated time and again that providing loving 

educational environments and fostering positive relationships between educators and 

students cultivates a sense of connectedness (Chaskin & Rauner, 1995; Cloninger, 2008; 

Dennis, 2012; Ellerbrock et al., 2015; Goldstein, 1998; & Hayes et al., 1994). Still, love 

is not always integrated into educational practice and in some circumstances remains 
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controversial as a pedagogy (Cloninger, 2008; Dennis, 2012; Ellerbrock et al., 2015; 

Robinson-Morris, 2019; White & Gradovski, 2018). However, it appears based on 

empirical evidence that the contemplative practice of loving-kindness meditation has 

potential in achieving a sense of love as interbeing, and an eastern philosophy could be 

applied pedagogically in advancing an ethic of love in education (Robinson-Morris, 

2019). Studies relative to loving-kindness meditation have been conducted primarily in 

the quantitative tradition, and more research is needed in understanding how the 

phenomenon impacts educational environments, specifically in middle school settings. 

By gaining insight into this phenomenon as perceived by educators, findings offer 

potential practical application within the fields of education and youth development. The 

impact of loving-kindness meditation on cultivating love as interbeing could be applied 

in classrooms to increase protective factors among youth (Bernat et al., 2012), and thus 

address the problem of practice being that youth are experiencing disconnection and pain 

that contributes to risk factors (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, Division of 

Adolescent and School Health, 2018; Holland, 2019; NH Department of Education, 

2017). 
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Chapter 3: Methods and Design for Action 

 The purpose of this study is to examine how loving-kindness meditation impacts 

educators’ perceptions of interbeing as interconnectedness in the classroom experience in 

order to advance educational practices. This section articulates the research design and 

methods applied in examining the research question being: how does loving-kindness 

meditation impact the educator’s perception of love as Interbeing in the classroom 

experience? 

Study Purpose and Design 

This study is aligned with a social constructivism worldview that considers how 

individuals with different perspectives perceive a phenomenon in socially constructing 

truth (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Mertens & Wilson, 2012). A phenomenological study 

design in the qualitative tradition was most appropriate in answering the research 

question, as it examined the lived experiences and perceptions of several individuals 

relative to a phenomenon (Creswell, 2018; Husserl, 1999; Miles et al., 2014; Moustakas, 

1994). Though many recent studies on loving-kindness meditation have used quantitative 

methods (Fredrickson et al., 2008; Galante et al., 2016; Hutcherson et al., 2008; Kirby & 

Laczko, 2017; Kirby & Baldwin, 2018; & Shahar et al., 2014), this study aimed to delve 

into the essence of loving-kindness meditation in terms of its impact on the experience of 

interbeing, which required a qualitative methodology. Loving-kindness meditation has 

been found to increase positive social connections (Hutcherson et al., 2008; Kirby & 

Baldwin, 2018), and this study provides additional insight to further explain how this 

occurs specific to middle school environments. The study adhered to the highest standard 

of guiding principles, as outlined by the American Evaluation Association, throughout 
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the research process (AEA - American Evaluation Association: Guiding Principles for 

Evaluators, 2019). 

Participants and Data Sources 

A convenience sample of participants was drawn from a purposeful and targeted 

population of middle school educators (certified teachers or paraprofessionals) who 

engaged students in loving-kindness meditation (Creswell, 2018; Miles et al., 2014). The 

study planned to accept the first 15-30 participants who qualified, forming a convenience 

sample, which typically saves time and is cost effective (Creswell, 2018; Miles et al., 

2014). A convenience sample was appropriate for this study because answering the 

research question did not depend on a large number of specific participant demographics. 

Participants were provided the call for participation cover letter to share with other 

potential participants who might have also been interested in participating in the study. 

The recommended number of participants for a phenomenological study is 5-25 

(Creswell, 2018), and including the anticipated 15-30 participants was within this 

suggested number.   

Target Population  

The target population consisted of current full-time educators (certified teachers 

or paraprofessionals) in the United States who teach middle school (Grades 6, 7, or 8), 

and who self-reported experience in facilitating the practice of loving-kindness 

meditation among students within their classrooms, as this was the phenomenon being 

studied. Participant permission was sought in utilizing nation-wide networks, the 

Association for Mindfulness in Education, the Mindfulness in Education Network, and 

the Center for Healthy Minds at the University of Wisconsin-Madison network site, to 
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send out an initial screening tool and call for participation (Association for mindfulness 

in education, 2020; Mindfulness in education network, 2020) (see Appendix A).	A cover 

letter and participant consent form were sent to all participants per Plymouth State 

University Institutional Review Board (IRB) policy (Institutional Review Board, 2020) 

(see Appendix B and C). Participants could choose to withdraw from the study at any time 

and for any reason, which was explained to them in the cover letter and letter of consent (see 

Appendix B and C). 

Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria 

Educators not working with middle school students were excluded from the study. 

It was assumed that all participants would be at least 21-years of age, have at least a 

Bachelor’s degree, and were English speakers, with no known disabilities. All 

participants taught Grades 6, 7, or 8 within the United States for accessibility purposes. 

No preference was made on characteristics, including gender or geographical region 

within the United States. Those excluded from the study were individuals under the age 

of 21 with no experience in facilitating loving-kindness meditation in Grades 6, 7, or 8. 

Data Collection and Specific Practices 

Qualitative data were collected until saturation was reached through one-on-one 

private semi-structured remote or face-to-face interviews (when geographically feasible) 

to achieve flexible and authentic dialogue with participants (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). 

An interview approach was in alignment with this phenomenological study relative to the 

interconnected nature of human beings, as the study sought to learn about the 

phenomenon through human interaction. Remote video conference or audio conference 
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interviews were conducted via Zoom (Zoom: Video Conferencing, Web Conferencing, 

Webinars, Screen Sharing, 2020) based on the comfort of participants.   

A semi-structured interview protocol that included five questions was 

intentionally developed in framing the interview in a nonthreatening manner, so as to 

cultivate trust and open dialogue (Corbin & Strauss, 2014; Creswell, 2018; Patton, 2015) 

(see Appendix D). Participants were interviewed from a place of honoring their unique 

experiences and contributions to the study. Questions were broken down into broad 

themes aimed at understanding the experienced phenomenon and situations or contexts 

that influenced the experiences of the phenomenon, as outlined by Moustakas (1994). An 

opportunity for participants to ask questions was also extended for closure purposes. All 

interviews were audio recorded, with the consent of participants, to aid in capturing 

information so that data were not lost because of human memory error (Patton, 2015). 

The data were captured through audio recordings using the Audacity software (Audacity 

®, 2020), and recordings were coded to protect participant identities by assigning each 

participant a number. Once the recordings were transcribed, the recorded files were 

deleted. All data (recorded and written) were stored in a locked cabinet within a home 

office to block access, and the transcribed and written data will be kept for a 3-year 

period, per PSU IRB policy. 

Data Collection Steps 

1. With Plymouth State University’s IRB approval, an electronic cover letter, initial 

screening tool, and call for participation was sent out through the Association for 

Mindfulness in Education, the Mindfulness in Education Network, and the Center 

for Healthy Minds at the University of Wisconsin-Madison network (Association 
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for mindfulness in education, 2020; Board of Regents of the University of 

Wisconsin System, 2020; Mindfulness in education network, 2020). 

2. Informed consent was collected electronically from the first 11 participants who 

qualified for the study via an informed consent letter (see Appendix C). 

3. Semi-structured interviews were conducted remotely until saturation was reached 

(Creswell & Creswell, 2018). 

4. Follow-up permission was granted by all participants to clarify answers relative to 

the questions that were asked during the interview (Creswell, 2018). 

Data Analysis and Evaluation 

The transcribed interview data were sent to participants after the interview time 

frame for review and then coded for the phenomenological study based on themes 

(Creswell, 2018; Miles et al., 2014). The coded data were then sorted into identified 

patterns and consistencies using constant comparative analysis to extract the essence of 

the phenomenon being studied (Creswell, 2018; Miles et al., 2014). To answer the 

research question of how loving-kindness meditation impacts the experience of 

interbeing in middle school environments, emergent patterns in significant statements, 

textural or structural descriptions, and meaning units were examined (Creswell, 2018; 

Miles et al., 2014). 

Dissemination of Findings  

Findings from the study were assembled in a report to all participants, and they 

had the opportunity to provide feedback. The intent of this study is to disseminate 

findings in such a way that honors reciprocity by linking findings to practice for the 
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benefit of practitioners (Mertens & Wilson, 2012). In this way, it was important to make 

findings available to participants, so that the study could impact educational practices.  

Targets and Timeline 

The study took place starting in January 2020, with IRB approval received on 

February 9, 2020. An official call for participation was sent through the Association for 

Mindfulness in Education, the Mindfulness in Education Network, and the Center for 

Healthy Minds at the University of Wisconsin-Madison network (Association for 

mindfulness in education, 2020; Board of Regents of the University of Wisconsin 

System, 2020; Mindfulness in education network, 2020). The study concluded in June of 

2020, and specific steps are highlighted in Figure 1. 

 

Figure 1  

Targets and Timeline 

 January February March April May June 

Submitted IRB application       

Sent out call for 
participation 

      

Data collection (conducted 
interviews) 

      

Sent transcribed interview to 
participants for review 

      

Data analysis 
 

      

Sent findings to participants       

Note. This figure represents steps taken from January through June of 2020.  

 

It was anticipated that the interview process would be completed within a 2-

month period, which ended up spanning a 3-month period because of the COVID-19 
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pandemic (discussed in detail in chapter four). Participants were asked permission for a 

follow-up conversation at the end of the initial interview for the purpose of collecting 

more data relative to the interview questions if necessary (Creswell, 2018). However, all 

follow-ups took place within the time frame of data collection, January 2020-May 2020. 

Participants had access to results and findings after the study was completed. 

All elements of the study design were intentionally constructed to answer the 

research question to more comprehensively understand the phenomenon of loving-

kindness meditation. These elements and connections to the study design are highlighted 

in Table 4. Limitations are discussed in the following section.   

 

Table 4  

Study Design Framework 

Study 
Purpose  

Research 
Questions 

Data Collection 
Tools 

Data 
Points 
Yielded 

Data Source  Data Analysis        

To examine 
how loving-
kindness 
meditation 
impacts 
educators’ 
perceptions 
of Interbeing 
as 
interconnect-
edness in the 
classroom 
experience in 
order to 
advance 
educational 
practices 

RQ 1: 
How does 
loving-
kindness 
meditation 
impact the 
educator’s 
perception 
of love as 
Interbeing in 
the 
classroom 
experience? 

Qualitative data 
collected through 
one-on-one 
private semi-
structured 
remote, or face-
to-face 
interviews (when 
geographically 
feasible) to 
achieve flexible 
and authentic 
dialogue with 
participants 
(Creswell & 
Creswell, 2018) 

Interview 
questions   

Target population 
consists of current 
full-time 
educators in the 
United States who 
teach middle 
school (Grades 6, 
7, or 8), and who 
self-report that 
they engage 
students in the 
practice of loving-
kindness 
meditation within 
their classrooms	

The transcribed 
interview data 
will be sent to 
participants after 
the interview time 
frame for review 
and then coded for 
the 
phenomenological 
study based on 
themes (Creswell, 
2018; Miles et al., 
2014) 

      

Note. This table was adapted from the Design Alignment Tool (Harris, 2020). 
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Anticipated Limitations 

 It was anticipated that this study would be limited by a small sample size, which 

results in non-generalizable claims that can be made (Creswell, 2018). In addition, this 

study only included educators working in middle school environments, so though 

findings could advance the fields of education and youth development, the study was 

limited in scale and scope. Investigator bias was also a limitation because of 17-years of 

experience as an educator and practitioner experiences in contemplative pedagogies 

within classroom settings. To minimize this, study participants had the opportunity to 

review transcripts and had access to results and findings.  

Summary 

The goal of this study was to address the gap in research specific to how the 

contemplative practice of loving-kindness meditation fosters love, defined as interbeing, 

in middle school educational environments. By gaining insight into this phenomenon as 

perceived by educators, findings offer potential practical application within the fields of 

education and youth development. The impact of loving-kindness meditation on 

cultivating a sense of interconnection could be applied to increase protective factors 

among youth (Bernat et al., 2012) to address the problem of practice. 

Findings will be disseminated through the Association for Mindfulness in 

Education network (Association for Mindfulness in Education, 2019). In addition, 

conference presentation proposals will be submitted to the annual Coalition of Schools 

Educating Mindfully Conference (Coalition of Schools Educating Mindfully, n.d.) and 

the annual Mindfulness in Society Conference (NH Technical Institute, n.d.), in order to 

reach educators that could apply the information in meaningful ways.   
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Chapter 4: Description of Findings and Recommended Actions 

The purpose of this chapter is to discuss key findings that emerged from the 

data collected through data analysis. In total, 11 participants engaged in the interview 

process. Through the initial screening tool, the majority of participants (n = 10) 

indicated identifying as female and the remaining participant (n = 1) indicated 

identifying as male, though no preference relative to gender identification was made 

and no differences based on gender identification were found in responses. All 

participants (n = 11) taught middle school, defined as Grades 6, 7, or 8, within the 

past year and have facilitated loving-kindness meditation among students in their 

classrooms.  

During the data collection period, the COVID-19 pandemic resulted in 

worldwide illness and loss of life. As middle school educators, participants 

transitioned to remote learning and adjusted to new ways of teaching online, with 

almost four months left in the academic year. As a result, fewer participants than 

anticipated were interviewed via video conferencing or phone calls. The 

recommended number of participants for a phenomenological study is 5-25 (Creswell, 

2018), so the number of participants in this study still fell within this recommendation. 

All participants interviewed after their schools transitioned to remote learning in 

response to the COVID-19 pandemic (n = 10) made mention of teaching during the 

pandemic, and the data collection time period was extended because of these 

circumstances. Additional implications of the pandemic relative to this study are 

discussed in further detail within the sections below. 
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Interview recordings and handwritten notes were transcribed using the Otter.ai 

software system (Otter Voice Meeting Notes, 2020). To gain credibility and 

verifiability, the transcribed data were checked against recordings and then sent to 

participants to confirm the accuracy (Creswell, 2018; Moustakas, 1994). Next, data 

were formatted into a table for handwritten coding, which was later captured on large 

poster paper for color coding and sorting to identify categories and themes. Data were 

analyzed via four rounds using constant comparative analysis. Overarching themes 

emerged based on frequency, meaning the majority of participants (n > 6) indicated the 

findings in their responses. All codes, categories, and themes were then captured and 

refined in a digital file and checked for consistency. Findings were again verified with all 

participants in table form to ensure credibility. The sections that follow delve into the 

findings that shed light on the research question: how does loving-kindness meditation 

impact the educator’s perception of love as Interbeing in the classroom experience? 

Discussion of the Findings 

 This section is formatted according to the three overarching interview questions 

(see Appendix D) and the corresponding findings resulting from the interviews. Though 

the study included fewer participants than anticipated, saturation was achieved and 

interview data were triangulated with notes taken during the interviews in addition to 

findings from the literature highlighted in chapter two (Creswell, 2018; Moustakas, 

1994). The codes, categories, and themes that emerged from interview data were 

consistent. The major themes identified are captured in Table 5, and those themes that 

were talked about by participants as being connected are reflected together.  
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Table 5  

Identified Themes 

Themes Participants (n = 11) 
Majority (n > 6) 

  
Traditional Loving-Kindness Meditation Phrases Towards Self 
and Others 
 

10 

Other Mindful Practices and Modifications 
 

11 

Personal Practice and Transformation 
 

11 

Educator Experience 
 

8 

Specific Curriculum 
 

6 

Frequency and Consistency 
 

6 

Professional Identity and Pedagogy and Best Practices 11 

Evidence of Personal Impact on Educator 
 

11 

Adoption of Practices 
 

6 

Collection of Evidence 
 

11 

Evidence of Impact on Students 
 

11 

Evidence of Impact on Classroom Dynamic 
 

11 

Cultivates Interbeing 
 

11 

Evidence of Impact on Interbeing 
 

11 

Note. Items appear in this table based on how they were discussed by participants in 

interviews.  
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The frequency of themes is illustrated in Figure 2. 

 

Figure 2 

Frequency of Themes 

 

Note. A total of (n = 11) participants were included in this study. 

 

Loving-Kindness Meditation Practices 

Study participants were first asked to explain how they integrate and facilitate 

loving-kindness meditation among their students. In providing details about their 

pedagogies and practices, participants offered information relative to their student 

populations as well as evidence of the impact of their practices. Participants discussed 

findings in general terms, and in some cases provided specific examples. A summary of 

themes is captured in Table 6, and the sections that follow provide additional context. 

 

0 2 4 6 8 10 12 

Cultivates Interbeing 
Evidence of Impact on Interbeing 

Evidence of Personal Impact on Educator 
Evidence of Impact on Students 

Evidence of Impact on Classroom Dynamic 
Professional Identity, Pedagogy, Best Practices 

Personal Practice and Transformation 
Collection of Evidence 

Other Mindful Practices and Modifications 
Traditional Loving-Kindness Meditation Phrases 

Educator Experience 
Specific Curriculum 

Frequency and Consistency 
Adoption of Practices 

Participants 
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Table 6  

Question 1 Loving-Kindness Meditation Practices 

Population of 
Students 

Traditional Loving-Kindness 
Phrases Towards Self and 
Others 

Other Mindful Practices and 
Modifications 

Evidence of 
Impact Relative to 
Students 

- Middle school 
- Grades 6, 7, or 8 
- Public School 
- Urban school 
- Rural school 
- Alternative school 
- Charter school 
- Title 1 school 
- Vulnerable or high 
risk* 
- Poverty 
- Food insecurity 
- Primarily students 
of color 
- IEPs 
- Trauma related 
stress 
- Behavioral issues* 
- Kids with anxiety* 
- Gifted or talented 
- Emotionally 
underdeveloped 
- Crucial age 
- Developmentally 
tricky for middle 
school students 
- Younger kids 
easier to direct 
inward, older kids 
easier to direct 
outward 

- Loving-Kindness 
- Metta 
- Phrases or thoughts towards 
self and others*, older start 
with 3-5 phrases, younger 
less phrases- close 
relationship 

 
 

Other Mindful Practices 
- Integrate loving-kindness 
meditation with other 
mindful practices* 
- Breathing* 
- Compliments 
- Use of poses/posture (ex: 
hand over heart)* 
- Teach brain science 
- Guided or recorded 
- Restorative Justice 
- Principles of non-violence 
- Post loving-kindness 
meditation phrases in room 
or on bulletin board* 
- Use of imagery 
- Focus on body 
- Whole school implemented 
mindfulness in mornings 

Modifications and 
Alternative Language 
- Use of secular language or 
less traditional language 
(due to politics), buzzwords, 
“mindfulness”* 
- Negative connotation with 
meditation 
- Kind words or thoughts* 
- Positive affirmations or 
positive thinking* 
- Wishing well or goodwill 
- Mindful moment 
- Brain break/brain reset 
- Jedi mind tricks 

- Focus or 
concentration 
- Awareness or 
presence 
- Awareness of 
feelings 
- Compassion, 
empathy, or 
goodwill 
- Gain comfort 
- Gratitude habits 
- Continue to 
practice during 
distance, virtual, 
or remote learning 
- State of releasing, 
relaxation, or 
contentment 
- Value of stillness 
- Foundational for 
learning 
- Building 
community or 
relationships 
- Transformation 
- Connection 
- Authenticity  
- Loving 
- Kind 
- Improved mental 
health 
- Healthy coping 
skills 

Personal Practice Educator Experience Specific Curriculum Frequency and 
Consistency 

- Yoga background 
- Personal 
Meditation practice 
- Personal impact of 
meditation 
practices 
- 10 years practicing 

- Certified in method 
- MBSR background 
- Mindful Schools background 
- 3-30 years experience in 
teaching 
- Degree in special education 
- Principal support or lack of 
principal support 
- Need to check privilege 

- Use of specific curriculum 
- Jesse Lewis Choose Love 
curriculum 
- MBSR curriculum 
 

- Beginning of 
day/class* 
- Daily 
- Weekly 
- Mindful Mondays 
- 10 week session 
- Continuing during 
remote learning* 

Note. Items in this table with an asterisk (*) were mentioned at highest frequency.  
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Population of Students. All participants (n = 11) work with middle school 

students in Grades 6, 7, or 8, and the majority of participants (n > 6) teach in public 

schools. Participants also mentioned a charter school (n = 1) and an alternative school (n 

= 1). Both urban and rural schools were represented, as were Title 1 schools, and schools 

serving “high-risk” or “vulnerable” students experiencing poverty and food insecurity. 

One educator talked about the significance in continually and consciously encountering 

their white privilege in teaching primarily students of color. All participants (n = 11) 

discussed the behavioral issues they manage relative to trauma, anxiety, and stress. 

Students taught by participants range from being identified as “emotionally 

underdeveloped” to “gifted or talented.” Participants conveyed that middle school 

represents a “crucial” developmental stage for children regardless of ability or 

background, and they also indicated that it is sometimes “tricky” introducing 

contemplative practices to a middle school audience, given where students are 

developmentally. One participant with experience teaching multiple age groups explained 

that it tends to be easier for younger children to direct loving-kindness inward, whereas it 

tends to be easier for older children to direct loving-kindness outward. This participant 

noted, “Something that's been interesting to explore is that with the older kids, they're not 

as able to instantly direct loving-kindness for themselves. It's much easier for them to do 

it toward other people.” Another participant spoke about the foundational nature of 

loving-kindness meditation in the classroom saying, “If we can foster kindness and 

community in the classroom, then we'll be able to teach whatever we want to teach.” 

Educator Experience. Participants (n = 8) spoke about their teaching experiences 

in terms of numbers of years taught (ranging from 3-30 years) and their certifications in 
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the methods used, including through Mindful Schools, in Mindfulness-Based Stress 

Reduction (MBSR), and in special education. In addition, the majority of participants (n 

> 6) discussed both the support and lack of support of their principals in terms of the 

freedom to utilize contemplative practices within the classroom. Those with a high 

degree of support were able to integrate practices more openly and freely, whereas those 

with less or lack of support were less inclined to integrate such practices.  

Personal Practice and Transformation. All Participants (n = 11) spoke about 

their personal experiences relative to contemplative practices, including yoga and 

meditation. The majority of participants (n > 6) indicated how they started meditating 

independently before introducing said practices to students. Having a personal practice 

was expressed as being important in one’s ability to then teach and facilitate. The 

majority of participants (n > 6) stressed this point while answering the three questions 

throughout the interviews. All educators (n = 11) indicated the significance of their 

personal practices in mindfulness, or how their personal practices have been “life 

changing” or “transformational,” which will be discussed in greater detail below.  

Traditional Loving-Kindness Meditation Practices. There were (n = 10) 

participants who talked about how they integrate traditional loving-kindness or metta 

meditation practices (i.e., repetitive phrases like, “may I be safe, may I be well, may you 

be safe, may you be well,” etc.) by using traditional language. These phrases lead 

students through sending kind thoughts and energy both inward towards self and outward 

towards others. An orientation towards gentleness was articulated in terms of facilitating 

the meditation. One participant talked about using fewer phrases with younger students 

and more phrases with older students, relative to their understanding and attention spans. 
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Additionally, based on participants’ comments, there is a need to be intentional about 

using general phrases or identifying others that do not “trigger” trauma for students, for 

example a grandparent that might have passed. One participant highlighted the 

importance of “practicing trauma informed mindfulness, because there are kids who can't 

close their eyes,” articulating the need to modify the traditional practice, as explained in 

greater detail below.  

Other Mindful Practices. All participants (n = 11) talked about how they 

integrate other mindful teaching practices in addition to loving-kindness meditation. In 

discussing contemplative pedagogies and practices, all participants (n = 11) used the 

terms “mindfulness” or “mindful” to describe said practices, which will be referred to as 

mindful practices hereafter. Relative to this, participants mentioned breathing techniques, 

focusing on the body, compliment giving, guided or recorded meditations, and the use of 

imagery. Participants also talked about inviting students to incorporate specific postures 

and poses, including putting one’s hand over their heart while engaging in loving-

kindness meditation and other mindful practices. The use of posters and print materials 

was mentioned, and participants (n = 2) even spoke about having loving-kindness 

meditation phrases posted in the classroom on a permanent basis. In addition, participants 

(n = 3) noted regularly using programs and practices such as Restorative Justice and 

Principles in Non-Violence. Two circumstances of entire schools engaging in daily 

meditation were explained, though not always specific to loving-kindness meditation.  

Participants (n > 6) talked about the need to modify traditional loving-kindness 

meditation or use alternative language for mindful practices because of the lack of 

support from a principal or administration, the political nature of meditation in secular 
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environments, and the “negative connotation” associated with mindfulness. For example, 

participants noted calling their mindful practices “mindful moments,” “brain breaks,” or 

“brain resets,” and referring to loving-kindness meditation specifically as “positive 

affirmations,” “positive thoughts,” “kind words,” “wishing well,” or “wishing goodwill.” 

One educator even talked about how they call their mindful practices “Jedi mind 

training,” which students received favorably. It was also noted that “mindfulness” has in 

and of itself become a “buzzword” among educators and has resulted in more widespread 

secular acceptance. Still, the politics surrounding such practices seemed to be a 

pressuring factor on the language used in facilitation. Participants expressed how the 

words “meditation,” “mindfulness,” and “loving-kindness” are eastern terms associated 

with the Buddhist religion and traditions, which they perceived as causing friction among 

administrators in the secular environments they teach in.  

Specific Curriculum. The majority of participants (n > 6) talked about using 

specific curriculum in teaching and facilitating meditation and mindfulness in their 

classrooms, including MBSR curriculum and the Jesse Lewis Choose Love Enrichment 

Program. In these instances, participants explained again the significance of having a 

personal practice and not just simply teaching from a book or plan. A specific curriculum 

aids in facilitation, but it does not replace the authenticity that comes from being 

connected to the practice itself. 

Frequency and Consistency. Participants (n = 6) discussed the importance of 

frequency and consistency in facilitating loving-kindness meditation and other mindful 

practices among students. Different circumstances were discussed, such as practicing on 

a daily or weekly basis, including “Mindfulness Mondays” and specific 10-week 
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curriculum. The majority of participants (n > 6) reported engaging students in loving-

kindness meditation and other mindful practices at the beginning of the day or class. One 

participant explained the importance of frequency and consistency saying, “Practicing 

mindfulness strengthens the muscle of your attention.” Also notable was how participants 

(n = 10) talked about continuing practices via remote learning during the COVID-19 

pandemic, explaining the significance of this during a time period when connecting with 

students was challenging at best and incredibly stressful and traumatic for some students 

at worst. One participant remarked, “It [the loving-kindness meditation or mindful 

practices] is building my relationships with them, which I think in part are holding us 

now through this remote practice.”  

Evidence of Impact. All participants (n = 11) discussed positive impact on their 

students while explaining how they facilitate loving-kindness meditation. Such impact 

ranged from greater ability to focus and concentrate to greater awareness of feelings and 

emotions and development of relationships and community. In addition, articulation of 

impact on students also included improved mental health and even “transformation.” A 

more detailed explanation of all perceived impact on students is included in the Evidence 

of Impact on Students section below. 

Impact on Educators 

Participants were asked to talk about how engaging students in loving-kindness 

meditation impacted them as educators. All participants (n = 11) indicated positive 

impact, which was categorized into four overarching themes: a change in professional 

identity, pedagogy and best practices, life changing and transformation, and the specific 
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evidence of impact on educators. A summary of themes is captured in Table 7, and 

following sections explore these findings. 

 

Table 7  

Question 2A Impact on Educators 

     Professional Identity Pedagogy and Best 
Practices 

Transformation Evidence of Personal 
Impact on Educator 

- Own personal practice* 
or check personal 
practice or bias 
- Experience teaching or 
need to practice it to 
teach or need to model* 
- Could not do without it* 
- Yoga background 
- Changed how I show up 
- Help see what I can and 
can’t control 
- Shapes professional 
identity 
- Credentials 
- Impacts me personally 
- Facilitate mindful 
activities 
- Connected to practice 
- Working with IEPs, 
behaviors, trauma 
- Writing practices into 
learning plans 
- Speak at conferences 
- My energy impacts 
students 
- Permeates everything or 
every aspect of teaching 

- Mindful Schools 
background 
- MBSR training 
- Mindfulness can be 
political 
- Lean on best 
practices- don’t 
practice to “fix 
behavior” 
- Should be required 
for all new teachers 

 
 

- Transformational* 
- Changed my life* 
- Sowing seeds* 
- Magical 
- Makes a difference 
- Understanding we are 
one 

 

Introspection and 
Connection Inward 
- Feeling peaceful* 
- Feeling compassion 
- Warm and fuzzy feeling 
- Love inside me 
- Soothing 
- Balance 
- Reinforce personal 
practice 

Relationship Building 
with Students and 
Connection Outward 
- Connect with Students* 
- No separation 
- Better place to teach or 
manage behaviors or 
trauma 
- Holding us through 
remote learning 

Other 
- Immediate 
- Palpable 
- Visceral 

Note. Items in this table with an asterisk (*) were mentioned at highest frequency.  

 

Change in Professional Identity. Participants (n = 11) explained how 

introducing loving-kindness meditation and other mindful practices into their classrooms 

changed their professional identities and their pedagogies. Participants (n = 11) discussed 

their own personal practices at greater length, explaining how these influenced the ways 
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in which they showed up as a teacher within the classroom, and for the majority (n > 6), 

the reason why loving-kindness meditation was initially introduced to students. Of the 

participants who spoke about their personal practices, all indicated the need for teachers 

to also be practitioners in terms of offering authenticity and modeling for students. 

Additionally, participants (n > 6) indicated how they felt connected to their own practices 

and “couldn’t do without” them as an educator. Also explained was how personal 

practices gave participants the perspective on what could be controlled and what could 

not be controlled as an educator, which provided coping skills relative to stress. There 

were two specific examples given relative to writing mindful practices into 

Individualized Education Programs (IEPs) and learning plans in working with students to 

manage behaviors and trauma. Loving-kindness meditation and other mindful practices 

helped to shape participants’ professional identities and how they intentionally “showed 

up” as educators with the understanding of how their “energy impacts students.” One 

participant explained how mindful practices, including loving-kindness meditation, 

impacts every aspect of teaching and lays the foundation for everything taught, stating, 

“I’ve noticed that it’s the work that I feel most connected to, and that it permeates every 

aspect of my teaching in the classroom.” 

Pedagogies and Best Practices. All participants (n = 11) discussed contemplative 

pedagogies and best practices. Participants (n > 6) mentioned their backgrounds and 

certification through Mindful Schools and training in MBSR relative to best practices in 

contemplative practices and pedagogies. They explained that because of the political 

nature of integrating contemplative pedagogies into the classroom, the majority (n > 6) 

felt compelled to gain the appropriate credentials that supported their curricular decisions. 
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All participants (n = 11) discussed how their contemplative practices and pedagogies 

positively impacted student behaviors. Yet, one participant made note of how the 

decision to integrate such practices was not simply about trying to “fix behaviors,” which 

they felt had become synonymous with mindfulness and meditation in the field of 

education. Receiving training and gaining certification in applying best practices 

appeared to justify the integration of contemplative pedagogies given the political nature 

of the topic and the lack of principal or administrative support.  

Transformation. All participants (n = 11) expressed how their personal practice 

and the application of loving-kindness meditation in their teaching made an impact on 

themselves. The majority of participants (n > 6) articulated this by explaining a shift in 

their own perspective, even expressing more significant impact, stating, “it is 

transformational” and “it changed my life,” or the practice is even “magical.” One 

participant went further in explaining a new sense of oneness or interconnectedness as a 

result of the practice. Another participant admitted that they struggled putting the 

personal impact into words, and participants (n = 2) offered the metaphor of “sowing 

seeds” or “planting seeds,” in terms of how they understood what they were doing in 

teaching students loving-kindness meditation. Specific aspects of the impact on educators 

are discussed at greater length in the section below. 

Evidence of Personal Impact on Educators. All participants (n = 11) articulated 

specific ways that facilitating loving-kindness meditation and other mindful practices 

among students impacted them as educators. All touched upon the category of 

introspection, in that they felt more peaceful, more compassionate, and balanced in their 

role as an educator, and that engaging students in said practices in turn reinforced 



 
 

63 

participants’ personal practices. Participants talked about a “warm and fuzzy” or 

“soothing” feeling experienced when engaging in loving-kindness meditation. One 

participant noted that the practice drew attention to the love that exists within, which was 

framed as being integral in relating to students, stating, “once I recognize the love that's 

inside of me, it's immediately accessible to others.” 

Based on the themes discussed above, findings include facilitating loving-

kindness meditation and other mindful practices within the classroom positively benefited 

educators in five major ways. These factors are illustrated in Figure 3.  

 

Figure 3 

Evidence of Impact on Educators  
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Impact on Students  

All participants (n = 11) articulated perceiving positive impact on students, and in 

addition to speaking specifically about such benefits, they also noted how they have 

collected and documented evidence of impact and how students have adopted the 

practices. As explained by one participant, the significance of connecting inward and 

outward is “not something that our society teaches us to do.” A summary of themes is 

captured in Table 8. The section that follows reviews how loving-kindness meditation 

impacts students as perceived by participants. 
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Table 8  

Question 2B Impact on Students 

Adoption of 
Practices 

Collection of 
Evidence 

Evidence of Impact on Students 

- Look for 
practice 
- Ask for it 
- Miss practice  
- Continue to 
practice 
during 
distance, 
virtual, or 
remote 
learning* 
- Adoption of 
practice* 

- Grades 
- Academic 
assignments 
- Feedback, 
student 
surveys, or 
assessments 
- Observations 
- Essence of 
students and 
class- what 
can be felt 
energetically 

 
 
 

Social, Emotional, Behavioral 
Development: 

Positive Self-Image and Identity  
- Sense of identity or positive beliefs 
about self or positive self-image* 
- Decrease in self-doubt 
- Shape beliefs about self 
- Able to show love to self  
- Value authenticity 
- Know they are loved 
- Confidence or willing to take risks 
- Bringing best selves 
- Reflect honestly 
Self- Regulation of Emotions & 
Behaviors 
- Better able to focus on breath and 
body or using breathing techniques 
- Awareness or in control of feelings 
and emotions (big emotions)* 
- Positively express feelings and 
emotions* 
- More receptive and responsive or 
less reactive 
- Better able to deal with trauma and 
manage stress 
- Feel less angry 
- Improved mental health 
- Healthy coping skills 
- Control thoughts 
- State of relaxation, releasing, or 
contentment 
- Value of stillness 
- Greater sense of comfort and peace 
- More hopeful 
- Understand limits of self and 
others 
- More responsible for behaviors 
- Decrease in disruptive behaviors 
- Increase in prosocial behaviors 
- Need for less disciplinary action 
- Sleeping better 
- Positive habits or tools- connect to 
practice 

 Relationship Building 
- Connected- “Real connection” 
or Relationship and community 
building* 
- Shape beliefs about others or 
world 
- Better able to express 
compassion and empathy 
- Better able to express gratitude, 
goodwill, love, or kindness 
- Less criticizing of others 
- More trusting 
- More forgiving 
- More open or talk more 
- See each other or receive each 
other 
- Able to show love to others 
- Value differences 
- Respect for process and each 
other 

Cognitive Development: 
- Common language and 
vocabulary* 
- Better able to listen 
- More curious 
- Increase in focus and 
concentration 
- Ready to learn or foundational 
- More present or engaged 
- Increase in executive functions 
- Improved academics 
Other: 
- Palpable 
- Transformational 
- Students intrinsically know it’s 
good 
- It matters 
- Not the silver bullet, but it 
makes a difference  
- Those who are resistant at first 
are usually the ones who need it 
most 
- Different on the outside 
because of journey on the 
inside 

Note. Items in this table with an asterisk (*) were mentioned at highest frequency.  
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Adoption of Practices. The majority of participants (n > 6) indicated that 

students have not only participated in loving-kindness meditation and other mindful 

practices within the classroom, but also some have adopted the practices and have 

continued to practice independently. Furthermore, participants explained that once the 

practices were introduced and students became comfortable engaging in them, students 

would then start asking for the practices during times when participants did not schedule 

them into the school day. Additionally, students would begin to practice independently 

and together during times when participants were not facilitating.  

One participant provided the example of how disruptive the school’s intercom 

system was in frequently calling together a team of professionals to address behavioral 

issues throughout the school day. As explained, it seemed to derail the class and whatever 

lesson was being taught at the time. The participant then started to engage students in a 

brief loving-kindness meditation each time the intercom would go off. In doing so, 

students were invited through instruction to put their hands over their hearts and repeat 

phrases such as, “may you be safe, may you be well, and may you be at ease,” while 

sending that energy towards their peer who was in a moment of struggle. Likewise, the 

same participant explained how the practice was extended during circumstances when 

students would hear an emergency vehicle siren outside of the window. As time passed in 

the school year, students would engage in this practice without being prompted by the 

participant. In fact, all participants (n = 11) indicated how their students would ask to 

engage in practices and used the practice independently during times of stress. 

One aspect of the interview process that was not anticipated at the beginning of 

the study was the topic of the COVID-19 pandemic. Just as the data collection time 
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period began, the COVID-19 virus started spreading in the United States. Schools across 

the country moved to remote learning, and educators migrated all curriculum and 

instruction online. All participants interviewed after their schools transitioned to remote 

learning (n = 10) discussed the impact of this world event relative to their teaching and 

facilitation of loving-kindness meditation and other mindful practices. All continued to 

engage students in such practices remotely, with various modifications being applied. 

The majority of participants (n > 6) mentioned modified practices of video conferencing, 

posting loving-kindness meditation phrases on the schools’ online platforms, and 

assigning loving-kindness meditation and mindful activities for students to engage in at 

home. One participant explained how during a parent and teacher conference, the parent 

asked about the student insisting to sit alone quietly in the corner of their living room at 

the start of each day. The participant reassured the parent that the student was okay and 

was in fact engaging in daily meditation. Another participant explained how an entire 

family started to practice loving-kindness meditation as a result of the student teaching 

them the practice. Yet another participant explained that the practices carried the class 

through the COVID-19 experience explaining, “with remote learning, that's one of the 

things that kids ask for.” What became clear from the interviews is that the loving-

kindness meditation transcended the distance and supported ongoing connections with 

educators and peers while students were learning remotely.  

Collection of Evidence. All participants (n = 11) indicated how they have 

collected evidence that shaped their perceptions of student impact, which included 

making observations, administering student feedback surveys, academic assignments, and 

assessments and grades. These means of evidence collection pointed to positive impact 
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among students, which are discussed in greater detail in the section below. The majority 

of participants (n > 6) also spoke about a certain “essence” or “energy” that could be felt 

from the students and within the classroom, which they perceived as positive.  

Evidence of Impact on Students. Specific factors perceived by participants were 

sorted into either social, emotional, and behavioral development or cognitive 

development. Relative to social, emotional, and behavioral development, participants (n = 

11) noted positive self-image and identity forming, positive self-regulation of emotions 

and behaviors, and relationship building. All participants (n = 11) indicated how loving-

kindness meditation and other mindful practices seemed to benefit the development of a 

healthy sense of self, self-love, and confidence. They explained how students started to 

value their own authenticity, started “reflecting honestly,” started taking positive risks, 

and brought their best selves to class. In addition, one participant talked about how 

students seemed to indicate knowing they were “loved” and valued by the participant in 

using shared language.  

In terms of self-regulation of emotions and behaviors, participants (n > 6) 

expressed how students gained a deeper connection to their breath and body and a greater 

awareness of being in control of their thoughts, feelings, and emotions, even “big 

emotions,” as one participant phrased it. Participants (n = 10) perceived students more 

positively expressing their feelings and emotions and being more open or responsive and 

less reactionary. Improved mental health was also noted (n > 6), given the coping skills in 

dealing with trauma and stress, which participants believed stemmed from students 

engaging in loving-kindness meditation and other mindful practices. Moreover, 

participants (n > 6) talked about students valuing stillness and being in a state of releasing 
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or contentment when meditating. Students reported being less angry and even sleeping 

better on feedback surveys. All participants (n = 11) indicated experiencing less 

disruptive behaviors in class and an increase of prosocial behaviors as a result of 

implementing loving-kindness meditation.  

All participants (n = 11) also discussed how loving-kindness meditation helped to 

cultivate relationships with students and among students. They perceived students feeling 

more connected, with greater awareness of others, the community, and the world. One 

participant explained the significance of teaching students they are loved by saying, “And 

so to have an adult that is showing them, oh, you know, this person does care about me 

and this person does love me and I can love myself and I can then care about other 

people.” Participants noted that students appeared less critical and judgmental of others, 

more trusting and forgiving, and more likely to open up and talk to one another. One 

participant expressed how students were “more loving” towards each other with greater 

appreciation for their differences. Another participant spoke about the risks in isolation 

explaining, “Kids who go through school in isolation grow up to live in isolation, and 

oftentimes that isolation is prison.” 

In addition to social, emotional, and behavioral development impact, participants 

(n = 11) noted an impact on cognitive development after introducing loving-kindness 

meditation and other mindful practices. Specifically, all participants (n = 11) mentioned 

the benefit of shared common language and vocabulary that was introduced and 

associated with the practice. Students appeared to be better able to listen and were more 

curious, with an increase in focus and concentration. Participants talked about how 

students seemed ready to learn, and participants considered the loving-kindness 
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meditation and other mindful practices to be foundational to learning. The majority of 

participants (n > 6) articulated development in executive functions and improved 

comprehension and grades.  

In addition to all factors mentioned above, participants (n = 3) also expressed 

evidence of impact in terms of it being “palpable” and “transformational.” One 

participant spoke about their observations of students while facilitating loving-kindness 

meditation, explaining there is “respect for that process that’s very inherent, you can see 

it in the way that they look at each other, and the way they’re looking at me, the way that 

they’re receiving each other when they’re sharing out loud.” All participants (n = 11) 

indicated that the practice matters, and one explained that though it “isn’t a silver bullet,” 

loving-kindness meditation made a difference among students. Another participant 

explained that the students who tend to be the most resistant are the ones that could 

benefit from the practice the most. Once engaged, participants noted that students can 

feel the impact, one saying, “students intrinsically know it’s good.” Another participant 

explained this phenomenon by saying that students gained a “sense of being connected to 

each other because they’ve all journeyed inside and they’re all different on the inside, but 

they did the journey at the same time and in the same space, and there’s real connection 

in that."  

Findings pointed to positive impact on students as perceived by educators in two 

major developmental areas being social, emotional, and behavioral development and also 

cognitive development. Moreover, the relationships developed between the educator and 

students provided an additional protective factor for youth. Findings relative to how 
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loving-kindness meditation and other mindful practices benefit students are highlighted in 

Figure 4.  

 

Figure 4 

Evidence of Impact on Students as Perceived by Educators 
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Participants were asked to speak about how loving-kindness meditation impacts 

the classroom dynamic, and everything shared was in terms of fostering a caring and 

connected environment. All participants (n = 11) indicated positive impact on the 

classroom as a whole. A summary of themes is captured in Table 9, and specific benefits 

are discussed in more detail in the section that follows.  
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Table 9  

Question 2C Impact on Classroom Environments 

Evidence of Impact on Classrooms  

Caring and Connected Environment 
- Improved climate, culture, and environment* 
- Safe environment, space, or container* 
- Increase in prosocial behavior* 
- Common language and vocabulary* 
- Students more willing to take risks together* 
- Presence or in the moment together 
- Connected, bind together, or recognize that we need each 
other 
- More calm or peaceful place 

- Caring environment 
- Container for the pleasant and the 
unpleasant  
- Greater value of differences 
- Students know each other 
- Sense of community 
- Better understanding overall 
- Makes a difference in the environment 
- Students have tools to use in class 
- Less disciplinary action needed 

Note. Items in this table with an asterisk (*) were mentioned at highest frequency.  

 

Evidence of Impact on Classrooms. All participants (n = 11) discussed an 

improved climate and culture in their classroom environments based on integrating 

loving-kindness meditation and other mindful practices. Participants (n > 6) talked about 

how the practice builds a “safe space” or “safe container.” Additionally, it was noted that 

this sense of a “safe container” was available for both pleasant and unpleasant 

experiences. Participants (n > 6) talked about how students were more willing to take 

risks together, took time to really get to know each other, and could truly “see each 

other.” A sense of community emerged, and participants described their classrooms as 

caring, calm, peaceful, and connected places. The common language that loving-kindness 

meditation and other mindful practices establish was brought up again by the majority of 

participants (n > 6), who explained how it impacted the ways in which students 

communicated with respect and gentleness. Also noted was the ability to remain in the 

present moment together. It was this sense of presence that made a lasting impact and 

resulted in a decrease in disciplinary action. Findings relative to how loving-kindness 
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meditation and other mindful practices influence the classroom environment suggested an 

atmosphere that benefits relationship building and students’ readiness to learn. Such 

findings are represented in Figure 5.  

 

Figure 5 

Evidence of Impact on Classroom Environments 
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interbeing with them and each other. Responses were sorted into three major themes 

being cultivating interbeing, adoption of practices, and evidence of impact on interbeing. 

A summary of themes relative to how loving-kindness meditation cultivates interbeing is 

captured in Table 10. 

 

Table 10  

Question 3 How Loving-Kindness Meditation Cultivates Interbeing 

Cultivates 
Interbeing 

Adoption of 
Practices 

Evidence of Impact on Interbeing 

- Definite impact on 
interconnection or 
interbeing* 
- Sense of 
connection* 
- Veil lifting 
- Extremely 
powerful 
- Love is 
understanding 
interconnection 
- Practicing with 
others expands and 
deepens 
understanding 
- Noticing the force 
of love inside 
strengthens us 

 

- Continue practice 
at home during 
distance, virtual, 
or remote learning 
- No break from 
stress during 
remote learning 
- Regular practice 
- Build loving-
kindness muscle 
- Building better 
people 
- Building curiosity 
- Ripple effect, 
planting seeds* 

 
 

Awareness of 
Connection to Self 
- Self-respect* 
- Value for stillness or 
calm 
- Awareness, 
groundedness, or in 
present moment 
- Ways to deal with 
trauma 
- Know that negative 
thoughts are normal 
- Expressing love to self 
- More responsive to 
what we can’t control 

 
 

Awareness of Connection to 
Others 
- Care for others or open eyes to 
others* 
- Evokes compassion* 
- Builds empathy* 
- Not criticizing or judging- 
understanding that others are 
doing their best* 
- Welcoming acceptance 
- Habits of kindness 
- Better able to let others in 
- Know not on own or alone 
- Feel the energy between people 
- Trust 
- Forgiveness 
- Practices have leveled playing 
field, everyone is valued and 
loved 
- Diminish space between or not 
separate 
- Expressing love to others 
- Better understanding of 
community 
- More open to dialogue 
- Understand impact on others 

Note. Items in this table with an asterisk (*) were mentioned at highest frequency.  

 

Cultivates Interbeing. All participants (n = 11) noted that loving-kindness 

meditation seemed to support the development of connections and a sense among 
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students that they were connected inward to self and outward to each other and the world. 

This phenomenon was described as a “veil lifting” or “extremely powerful” (n = 4). 

Participants also explained how practicing loving-kindness meditation with others 

expands and deepens understanding of self, others, and our connections. “Practicing with 

other people expands and deepens it,” one participant explained. Another participant 

remarked that “love is understanding interconnection,” and another stressed the 

importance of “noticing the force of love inside strengthens us.” The majority of 

participants (n > 6) also mentioned that because the experiences within the classroom had 

been so profound, many students continued their own practices, which is discussed 

further in the section that follows. 

Adoption of Practices. The majority of participants (n > 6) again spoke about 

how students continued practicing loving-kindness meditation over remote learning 

during the COVID-19 pandemic. One participant remarked how students living in 

traumatic environments were not getting a break from the stress, making their mindful 

practices even more important during this specific time period. It was also expressed how 

leveraging contemplative practices allowed them to “build better people,” who were 

curious and understanding of others. One participant explained how having students 

engage in the practice was like “building a loving-kindness muscle.” Lastly, another 

participant mentioned the metaphor of “planting seeds” in talking about how the practice 

cultivates a sense of interbeing. This participant was different from those mentioned 

above who also used this same metaphor.  

Evidence of Impact. In terms of the evidence to support how loving-kindness 

meditation cultivates love as interbeing, participants (n = 11) discussed the impact in two 
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ways, as both awareness of connection to self or awareness of connection to others. As 

one participant explained, “it’s clear to me that it is life changing, in the sense that it 

opens your eyes to other people.” Specifically highlighted was how the practice fosters 

self-respect and self-love, in fact this point was mentioned by all participants (n = 11). 

Also notable was a value of stillness, calm, awareness, and groundedness in the present 

moment among participants and perceptions of students. The significance of the practice 

was discussed in terms of students understanding that negative thoughts are normal and 

growing more responsive by practicing healthy coping skills for dealing with trauma and 

stress by becoming more trusting of self. Consistently expressing love to self was 

explained as evidence for the practice impacting a sense of interbeing, in that self-love 

provides the foundation and capacity to open one’s eyes to others and to love others.  

Explaining that loving-kindness meditation develops awareness of connection to 

others, participants (n > 6) talked about how it evokes compassion, builds empathy, and 

inspires a welcoming acceptance. The decrease in criticism and judgment of others was 

also of importance, as was the trust and ability to forgive. The majority of participants (n 

> 6) noted how students who engaged in the practice seemed to better understand the 

community and their impact on others, engage in open dialogue, and express love to 

those around them. One participant explained this by saying that loving-kindness 

meditation was “diminishing that space between us,” suggesting that the idea of being 

separate had been altered in some way, and in its place was the idea of being 

interconnected or a sense of interbeing. Another participant explained the phenomenon of 

interbeing by saying, “So, of course, that impacts me and it impacts the kids in the 

classroom because it evokes our compassion with one another when we know each 
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other.” The participant went on to say, “it’s what’s real, and what’s in the heart….I think 

it’s a natural piece that we see each other more in our humanity.”     

 In addition, all participants (n = 11) displayed warmth, openness, eagerness, 

excitement, and positive energy in speaking about their loving-kindness meditation 

practices during the interview process. One participant even noted that just discussing 

such practices was like “therapy” during what was a stressful time given the COVID-19 

pandemic. All participants (n = 11) also noted the positive impact of the practice on 

themselves, their students, and their classroom environments. Findings relative to how 

loving-kindness meditation cultivates a sense of interbeing among classroom 

environments are illustrated in Figure 6.  

 

Figure 6 

Contributors to Cultivating a Sense of Interbeing 
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Summary of Findings 

For the purpose of triangulation, findings from interview transcripts and interview 

notes were compared to the literature reviewed for this study. Specifically, the theoretical 

underpinnings of love as a spiritual phenomenon that is energetic in nature and emanates 

from source (Ackerman, 1995; Aristotle, 1999; Fredrickson, 2013; hooks, 2001; Lewis, 

2017; Peck, 1978; Plato & Andronum, 2018; Sorokin, 1957; & Templeton, 1999), love as 

a cognitive phenomenon that is foundational to learning (Ainsworth & Bell, 1970; 

Bowlby, 1969; Brown, 2010, 2012; Buscaglia, 1972, 1983; Fromm, 1956; Goldstein, 

1998; Hatfield, 1988; Lieberman, 2014; Merton, 1979; Noddings, 1984, 2005, 2015; 

Rogers, 1957; Sieber, 2015; Sternberg, 1986; Vygotsky, 1978; Wheatley, 2002; & Zins, 

2004), and love as interbeing in terms of the connecting force of humanity (Hanh, 2004, 

2007) was ultimately reinforced throughout the interviews. All participants (n = 11) 

discussed at least one of the theoretical constructs in explaining the impact of loving-

kindness meditation, if not more, and all the theoretical constructs were confirmed. 

Furthermore, key findings from the empirical sources reviewed in chapter two, specific to 

teacher and student connections and impact in classroom settings, were also confirmed by 

this study. Explicitly communicated was the significance of loving-kindness meditation 

in fostering positive relationships among students and educators, which has been found to 

be integral to the learning process and to establishing protective factors among youth 

(Creasey et al., 2009; Hayes et al., 1994; Henricsson & Rydell, 2004; Klassen & 

Anderson, 2009; Vogt, 2002). Additionally, participants (n > 6) confirmed the linkage 

found between these relationships and a sense of job satisfaction among educators 

(Klassen & Anderson, 2009). Also confirmed were findings relative to contemplative 
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practices fostering connections both inward towards self and outwards with others 

(Kabat-Zinn, 2013; Rinpoche & Swanson, 2012; Salzberg, 1995, 2017; Zajonc, 2008). 

Moreover, findings from this study confirmed and reinforced what has been found in the 

loving-kindness meditation specific research cited in chapter two, which indicated 

loving-kindness meditation’s influence on producing positive emotions (Fredrickson et 

al., 2008), impact on building empathy and goodwill for self and others (Galante et al., 

2016; Kirby & Laczko, 2017), and support of positive social connections (Hutcherson et 

al., 2008; Kirby & Baldwin, 2018).  

Seven major findings emerged from this study, which are verifiable with findings 

from other studies specific to contemplative practices and loving-kindness meditation, as 

explained above. First, in the context of educational practice, loving-kindness meditation 

is frequently integrated along with other mindful practices, and modifications are made 

based on administrators’ support and navigating the political nature of meditation in 

secular settings. Second, frequency and consistency of the practice impacts the degree to 

which students develop habits in loving-kindness meditation and mindfulness as well as 

the benefits of practicing. Third, the degree to which an educator as a facilitator is also a 

practitioner and engages in their own personal practice is related to the effectiveness of 

integrating the practice into classroom experiences. Fourth, being a practitioner of loving-

kindness meditation and other mindful practices helped to shape participants’ 

professional identities and the pedagogies and best practices utilized in their content 

delivery. Evidence of impact on educators can be distilled into two categories being 

introspection and positive relationship building with students. Fifth, practicing loving-

kindness meditation and other mindful practices impacts students as perceived by 
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educators. Such evidence of impact falls primarily into two categories being social, 

emotional, and behavioral development and also cognitive development. Sixth, educators 

perceive impact on the classroom as a whole as a result from practicing loving-kindness 

meditation in terms of fostering a caring and connected environment. Seventh, and lastly, 

the practice of loving-kindness meditation cultivates a sense of love as interbeing among 

educators and students by developing awareness of self and awareness of others. In terms 

of answering the research question, loving-kindness meditation seems to impact 

educators’ perceptions of interbeing in the classroom experience by cultivating the 

development of positive relationships and awareness of the interconnected nature of 

humanity. A list of all major findings follows:  

1. Integrated with other mindful practices, modifications, language matters 

2. Frequency and consistency matters 

3. Personal practice is important 

4. Impact on educator as a practitioner specific to professional identity and 

pedagogy 

a. Introspection and impact on self 

b. Relationship building with students 

5. Impact on students  

a. Social, emotional, behavioral development 

i. Positive self-image or identity 

ii. Self-regulation of emotions and behaviors 

iii. Relationship building 

b. Cognitive development 
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6. Impact on classroom  

a. Caring and connected environment  

7. Cultivates interbeing  

a. Awareness of connection to self 

b. Awareness of connection to others 

What emerged clearly from the data was the positive impact that loving-kindness 

meditation had on educators and students as perceived by participants. An element of 

transformation both inward, outward among students, and among the classroom 

environment was confirmed. Moreover, the process by which these practices influence 

positive connections among educators and students and then result in a sense of 

interbeing is captured in Figure 7. The next section will discuss implications of this study 

in the field of educational leadership in greater detail.  
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Figure 7 

 Impact Process of Loving-Kindness Meditation and Other Mindful Practices  
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community.” Additionally, the practice has been demonstrated to be foundational for the 

cognitive learning process. However, participants (n = 2) explained how the current 

political nature and negative connotation of meditation within secular environments 

prevents many administrators and educators from leveraging loving-kindness meditation 

and other mindful practices as pedagogy.  

Greater understanding on how these contemplative practices support educators in 

their orientation towards teaching and positive outcomes for students, in terms of 

learning, development, and increased protective factors, has direct benefit for the field of 

educational leadership. Specifically, it is important to advocate for the integration of 

loving-kindness meditation and other mindful practices locally in the State of New 

Hampshire when considering the risk factors faced by youth that were highlighted in 

chapter one, including an increase in mental health issues, substance use, bullying, 

violence, self-harm, and suicidal ideation. Increasing both the awareness of benefits and 

ultimately the access to meaningful training would be a significant contribution to the 

field. Both a shift in educational leadership and societal perception is needed in order to 

advance contemplative practices and pedagogies. These and other specific 

recommendations are articulated in the following section.  

Summary  

When it is understood that contemplative practices, to include loving-kindness 

meditation and other mindful practices, cultivate a sense of self-love and love as 

interbeing, and how this is integral to education, more educational leaders in the State of 

New Hampshire and beyond will hopefully support and adopt these practices. This 

requires advocacy and the advancement of findings relative to research specific to 
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contemplative practices and love in educational settings. This is the overarching purpose 

of this study, and specific recommendations and implications are discussed in greater 

detail in the following section.   

Recommendations and Implications for Educational Leadership for Social Justice 

 Explicitly mentioned at high frequency among participants was the use of loving-

kindness meditation and other mindful practices among “underserved,” “at-risk,” or 

“vulnerable” youth. Access to the protective factors achieved through the practice 

represents a specific social justice issue as it pertains to vulnerable populations with 

identified risk factors. The major recommendation based on findings is the integration of 

loving-kindness meditation into middle school educational experiences. Such integration 

cannot simply hinge on personal interest, resources, or the degree of support from 

administrators relative to individual educators.  

This study demonstrates impact on educators in terms of positive professional 

identity, introspection, and positive relationships with students. Moreover, findings 

demonstrated a positive impact on social, emotional, and behavioral development and 

also cognitive development among students as perceived by participants, further 

supporting the integration of said practice. Last, findings pointed to an increase in a sense 

of love as connectedness or interbeing within the classroom environment, which 

demonstrates rational to leverage loving-kindness meditation as educational practice and 

pedagogy within the American school system. In addition to the inclusion of loving-

kindness meditation in classrooms, I recommend the adoption of the practice in other 

educational environments such as after school programs, youth clubs and sports, and 
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youth service programs. There are three strategies recommended to achieve the 

integration of said practices based on the findings from this study. 

1. Policy support for curriculum and program development.  

2. Increased access to educator training in contemplative practices.  

3. Advocacy among educational leadership to shift perception.  

The following section explores strategic recommendations for the wide-scale integration 

of loving-kindness meditation and other mindful practices. 

Policy Support for Curriculum and Program Development 

Ensuring equitable access to loving-kindness meditation and other mindful 

practices will require advocacy at the state level to develop standards for school-based 

curriculum and youth service agency program offerings. The current posture of 

inconsistency at which contemplative pedagogies and programs are leveraged is most 

effectively addressed at the state level to ensure consistency and accessibility across all 

youth populations within the state. Such standards would provide an infrastructure to 

support curriculum and program development. Additionally, local school-wide or youth 

service agency-wide policies are needed to scale curriculum-based adoption of loving-

kindness meditation and other mindful practices that support the social, emotional, 

behavioral, and cognitive development of youth. Curricular wide-scale integration would 

address the problem of practice by ensuring access to such practices among youth, and 

this requires both training and the support from educational leaders.   

Increase Access to Educator Training in Contemplative Practices  

In order to fully scale loving-kindness meditation and other mindful practices 

within educational environments, access to meaningful training is needed. One point that 
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was stressed at a high frequency in the interviews was the significance of having a 

personal practice. Based on findings, it appears that simply using a well-packaged 

curriculum or pre-recorded meditations in class does not necessarily result in the benefits 

that are achieved through an experienced practitioner.  

The element of practitioner experience suggests the need for an increase in access 

to ongoing training and would require local policy support so that such training is 

recognized as professional development that qualifies for funding opportunities. 

Moreover, including such training and experiences in a school or agency’s wellness 

policy would result in ensuring the sustainability of these programs. Without such policy 

support, a wide-scale adoption of said practices would be challenging and would 

ultimately result in inequities in terms of access for students, including those in 

vulnerable populations. 

 Participants mentioned specific training and curricula, including Mindful Schools, 

MBSR, and the Jesse Lewis Choose Love Enrichment Program, favorably. Educational 

leadership must not only recognize these programs as professional development 

opportunities, but they must also provide the necessary time and financial resources for 

educators to engage in these or similar programs. In order to achieve this level of support, 

a change in perception relative to the use of contemplative practices must take place in 

certain circumstances. 

Advocacy Among Educational Leadership to Shift Perception  

Participants expressed how the support or lack of support among administrators 

was directly related to if and how loving-kindness meditation and other mindful practices 

were integrated into classroom experiences. The support for said practices varies greatly 
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among schools and educational leaders. If practices are to be adopted on a wide-scale 

basis to maximize the positive impact, and if training is made available as articulated 

above, a shift in educational leadership perception must take place. To this end, 

contemplative practices must be better understood, not simply in terms of self-care, but 

rather as legitimate educational pedagogies that support social-emotional competencies, 

prosocial behavior, cognitive development, and teacher satisfaction. Such a shift in 

perception among educational leaders would in turn influence societal perception and 

ultimately reduce the political nature surrounding meditation and contemplative practices 

in general.  

Though unanticipated at the start of this study, the COVID-19 pandemic added a 

dimension to findings that further indicated the impact that loving-kindness meditation 

and other mindful practices has on cultivating connectedness inward and outward, despite 

the lack of physical connection. Participants expressed worry and concern about all of 

their students during the COVID-19 pandemic, and most specifically related to students 

who were considered “underserved,” “at risk,” or “vulnerable,” explaining that for these 

students, loving-kindness meditation was not simply a healthy and positive practice, but 

rather a lifeline to stability and resiliency during such a stressful time. Access to such 

practices should not be left to chance based on individual educators. It is important to 

increase access to empirical evidence supporting contemplative practices and training 

among educational leaders in order to shift perception.   

Summary   

Achieving wide-scale integration of loving-kindness meditation and other mindful 

practices will require the advancement of policies for curricular and program 
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development, access to training, and addressing the perceptions among educational 

leaders relative to contemplative practices and pedagogies. This study not only deepens 

understanding about the phenomenon of loving-kindness meditation, but it also 

demonstrates the need for advocacy in promoting loving-kindness meditation and other 

contemplative practices among educational environments. Given the findings that suggest 

positive impact on educators, students, and classroom environments, it is important to 

ensure equitable access across the educational system.  

Limitations 

In the previous chapter, anticipated limitations were identified and included a 

discussion on how a small sample size would result in non-generalizable claims 

(Creswell, 2018). Unforeseen was how the COVID-19 pandemic would limit 

participation from the anticipated 15-30 participants to the 11 that were interviewed. The 

need to migrate all curriculum and educational content to online learning platforms 

impacted the number of participants who were available during the data collection period.  

In addition, it was anticipated that this study would be limited in scale and scope 

because of the niche focus of studying loving-kindness meditation among only middle 

school educators. Investigator bias was also identified as a limitation, resulting from my 

experience in the field as an educator and practitioner of loving-kindness meditation and 

other contemplative practices. This bias was managed and minimized by inviting 

participants to confirm transcribed interview data and study findings. Last, it has been 

noted that all participants discussed the integration of other mindful practices in addition 

to loving-kindness meditation. As a result, specific conclusions relative to the impact of 

only loving-kindness meditation cannot be made in isolation in many circumstances.  
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Implications for Leadership and Growth 

 Completing this study and writing this dissertation had a significant impact on me 

as an educator, researcher, and practitioner. I intentionally started this journey to not only 

increase my knowledge and skill sets but also to grow personally in awareness of self and 

my impact on the world. I wholeheartedly recognize how these goals and more have been 

realized throughout this process, given the mentoring of my committee members and the 

participants in this study who willingly shared their experiences with me. What I learned 

from them, during a time when we were collectively responding to and navigating 

through the COVID-19 pandemic, was a profound respect for the interconnected nature 

of humanity; our interbeing as the essence of love. On some level, I have always 

encountered the significance of love as integral to the human experience and the role it 

plays in experiencing true interconnection. However, the ways in which we as human 

beings impact each other, both visible and invisible, became unmistakable during the 

pandemic. Additionally, I gained a deep appreciation for the practice of loving-kindness 

meditation and a reaffirming of prioritizing what is most important. I learned the 

significance of slowing down, living with intention, and developing a personal loving-

kindness meditation practice in support of authentic facilitation.  

 Throughout this entire process, I was challenged to go beyond my comfort zone, 

to overcome self-doubt, and to draw upon my courage in growing professionally and 

personally. As a result, I have reflected on my values as an educator and on my 

commitment to advancing social justice. It is my wholehearted intention to continue to 

work on my connection inward in loving self as a basis to offer the world my highest 

purpose in cultivating more love in the lives of my own students. This journey has 
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informed my practice, affirmed my orientation towards servant leadership, and inspired 

me to serve as a catalyst for positive educational and societal change.  

Future Research  

Additional research that explores how loving-kindness meditation impacts the 

perceptions of both educators in other levels of education and the impact as experienced 

directly by youth would further shed light on this phenomenon. Specifically studying the 

link between the frequency and consistency of the practice and the outcomes for 

educators and youth would deepen understanding beyond what this study was able to 

achieve. This study also opened up questions regarding how loving-kindness meditation 

and other mindful practices impacted both educators and youth during the COVID-19 

pandemic in terms of coping skills, which would be another area for future research.  

This study indicated the importance of an educator as a facilitator having an 

authentic personal practice. Future research on how a personal practice is related to the 

effectiveness of integrating the practices into classroom environments would be 

beneficial for application. Research specific to the barriers relative to administrators’ 

perceptions would illuminate how to most effectively increase access to contemplative 

pedagogies among educators. Likewise, a future study on how loving-kindness 

meditation has been successfully integrated into school practice would help to understand 

what factors are at play in a school culture supporting these practices. Such research 

would advance wide-scale integration of loving-kindness meditation and other mindful 

practices as evidence-based practices.  
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Conclusion 

 The need to love and to be loved, in terms of fully experiencing the 

interconnected nature or interbeing of humanity, is a connecting and foundational force 

of the human condition (Ackerman, 1995; Buscaglia, 1972, 1983; Chodron, 1991; 

Fredrickson, 2013; Fromm, 1956; Hanh, 2004, 2007, 2015; hooks, 2001; Merton, 1979; 

Salzberg, 1995, 2017; Secretan, 2006; Sorokin, 1957; & Sternberg, 1986). The role that 

love plays in education is significant, and this study further demonstrated how loving-

kindness meditation and other mindful practices cultivate love as interbeing. Loving-

kindness meditation and other mindful practices support social, emotional, and behavioral 

development and also cognitive development among youth as perceived by educators. 

These practices aid in fostering positive relationships with educators and among peers, 

which results in protective factors that have the potential to decrease risk factors among 

youth, including mental health issues, substance use, bullying, violence, self-harm, and 

suicidal ideation. Furthermore, educators who facilitate loving-kindness meditation and 

other mindful practices experience positive impact in terms of their connectedness to self 

and to their students. Additionally, the practice offers coping skills to deal with work 

related stress.  

  In its purest form, love as the binding force of interbeing should not be regarded 

as a mere extra when it comes to educational instruction, but rather integral to education 

and our human experience. As a society, we can no longer afford to perpetuate separatism 

and disconnection because our children and youth are suffering the consequences. It is 

time to awaken to the benefits that contemplative practices, and specifically loving-

kindness meditation, holds for educational purposes and secular application as love-based 
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practices. The goal of this study was to address the gap in research specific to how the 

contemplative practice of loving-kindness meditation fosters love as interbeing in middle 

school environments. By gaining insight into this phenomenon as perceived by educators, 

the findings discussed above offer potential practical application within the fields of 

education and youth development. The impact of loving-kindness meditation on 

cultivating love as interbeing should be applied in classrooms and beyond so that our 

youth know they are loved just as they are and develop connections inward and outward 

to increase protective factors (Bernat et al., 2012), and thus address the problem of 

practice.  
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Appendix B 

Cover Letter 

 

 

January 30, 2020 

Dear Educator,  

I am a doctoral candidate at Plymouth State University (PSU) in Plymouth, NH, and I am 
conducting a research project to examine the impact of the contemplative practice of 
loving-kindness, or metta, meditation in middle school environments. I am writing to 
invite you to participate in this project. I plan to work with approximately 15-30 
educators (certified teachers and/or paraprofessionals) who facilitate or have facilitated 
loving-kindness meditation among middle school students within the past year.  

If you decide to participate in this study, you will be asked to engage in an interview 
session, either in person, or via a video conference/audio conference depending on your 
comfort and geographical feasibility. The interview consists of four questions, and it is 
anticipated that the session will not exceed one hour of your time. In addition, I will ask 
you for permission to reach back out with any additional questions that emerge during the 
data collection period of January 2020-April 2020. The interview will be audio recorded 
to ensure accuracy for transcription of data, and audio recordings will be coded so that 
participant names will not be associated with the files. Once audio recordings are 
transcribed, the recorded files will be deleted. Per PSU Institutional Review Board 
policy, transcribed and written data will be kept locked in my home office cabinet for a 
three-year period. After this time period, all data files will be destroyed.  

I will maintain the confidentiality of all data and records associated with your 
participation and will take every precaution in responsibly securing data to reduce the 
likelihood of loss of confidentiality. However, potential risks include unintentional loss 
of confidentiality, as well as unanticipated emotional hardship in discussing personal 
experiences relative to facilitating loving-kindness meditation. I will provide contact 
information to community mental health agencies within your home community in the 
event that you experience any emotional distress. Potential benefits exist relative to 
reflecting on the practice of loving-kindness meditation that can be applied to educational 
practice and could impact the fields of education and youth development.  
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Participation is strictly voluntary and refusal to participate will involve no penalty. You are 
free to withdraw or refuse consent, or to discontinue your participation in this study at any 
time without penalty or consequence. Participation in this study does not include 
compensation, and there is no cost associated with your involvement.  

If you have questions about your rights as a research subject, you may contact Dr. 
Ryanne Carmichael in PSU IRB Chair at 603-535-3114 or rcarmichael@plymouth.edu to 
discuss them. I have enclosed the informed consent form that includes additional 
information about participating in this study. Thank you for your consideration.  

 

With gratitude, 

 

 

 

Jessica A. Dutille 

EdD Candidate  

 

 

  



 
 

110 

Appendix C 

INFORMED CONSENT FORM 

CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE 
 

VOLUNTARILY IN A RESEARCH INVESTIGATION 
 

PLYMOUTH STATE UNIVERSITY 
 

INVESTIGATOR(S) NAME: Jessica Dutille, PSU Doctoral Candidate  

STUDY TITLE: Impact of Loving-Kindness on Love as Interbeing 

PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 

The purpose of this research study is to examine the impact of the contemplative practice 
of loving-kindness, or metta, meditation in middle school environments. 

You are being asked to participate in the study because you facilitate loving-kindness 
meditation among middle school youth. 

DESCRIPTION OF THE STUDY 

Participants engaged in this study will be asked a series of four interview questions relative 
to their experiences in facilitating loving-kindness meditation with middle school youth. As 
a participant, you will be expected to schedule an agreed upon time with the investigator for 
either a face-to-face or a video conference/audio conference depending on your comfort 
and geographical feasibility. 

The amount of time required to participate in the study is approximately one hour for the 
interview process. In addition, you will be asked permission for the investigator to reach 
back out with any follow-up questions that arise during data analysis.  

There are no anticipated costs on the part of the participant.  

RISKS AND DISCOMFORTS  

As a participant in this study, you may experience unanticipated emotional distress while 
discussing my experiences relative to facilitating loving-kindness meditation. If this occurs, 
the investigator will provide contact information to local community mental health 
resources. In addition, the risk of loss of confidentiality exists; however, every precaution to 
minimize this risk will be taken. No other risks are anticipated. 
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BENEFITS  

There may be no direct benefits of participating in this study. However, the knowledge 
received may be of value to you as a participant in reflecting upon your educational practice 
of facilitating loving-kindness meditation. In addition, this study seeks to benefit the fields 
of education and youth development by understanding how loving-kindness meditation 
impacts youth.  

CONFIDENTIALITY 

All documents and information pertaining to this research study will be kept confidential in 
accordance with all applicable federal, state, and local laws and regulations. The data 
generated by the study may be reviewed by Plymouth State University's Institutional 
Review Board, which is the committee responsible for ensuring your welfare and rights as a 
research participant, to assure proper conduct of the study and compliance with university 
regulations. If any presentations or publication result from this research, you will not be 
identified by name. As per federal guidelines, the information collected during your 
participation in this study will be kept for a minimum of three years.  

The investigator will maintain the confidentiality of all data and records associated with 
your participation in this research. There are, however, rare instances when the investigator 
would be required to share individually identifiable information with the following: 

• Officials at Plymouth State University (PSU), 
• Regulatory and oversight government agencies 

 
The investigator also may be required by law to report certain information: 

• To government and/or law enforcement officials (for example, child abuse, 
threatened violence against self or others, or hazing). If the investigator believes that 
such a report is required, she will follow the guidance of the PSU Institutional 
Review Board for the Protection of Human Subjects in Research (and of the 
University’s General Counsel) in making any such report, in order to provide as 
much protection for your privacy as possible while still complying with the law. 

• To appropriate PSU authorities (e.g., disclosures involving Sexual Violence - which 
includes sexual harassment, sexual assault, unwanted sexual contact, sexual 
misconduct, domestic violence, relationship abuse, stalking [including cyber-
stalking] and dating violence - must be reported to the PSU Title IX Coordinator or 
PSU Police). 

 

Further, any communication via the Internet poses minimal risk of a breach of 
confidentiality. 
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Confidentiality will be protected by storing all data (audio recordings and written notes) 
properly on a password protected and encrypted USB drive. Once audio recordings are 
transcribed, the recorded files will be deleted. The transcribed and written data will be 
locked in the investigator’s home office for a three-year period, and if confidentiality is 
breached the investigator will report it immediately to the PSU Institutional Review 
Board. The results may be used in reports, presentations, and publications. 

TERMINATION OF PARTICIPATION  

You may choose to withdraw from this study at any time and for any reason. If you choose 
to drop out of the study, you may contact the investigator and your research records will be 
destroyed. If this is an anonymous survey, research records cannot be destroyed following 
submission of the survey. If a participant misrepresents their educational application of 
loving-kindness meditation, the investigator may terminate their participation in the study.  

COMPENSATION 

You will not receive payment for being in this study. Participation in this study is strictly 
voluntary. There will be no cost to you for participating in this research. 

INJURY COMPENSATION 

Neither Plymouth State University nor any government or other agency funding this 
research project will provide special services, free care, or compensation for any injuries 
resulting from this research. The treatment for such injuries will be at your expense and/or 
paid through your medical plan. 

QUESTIONS  

If you have further questions about this study, you may contact Jessica Dutille at 603-535-
2372, or jadutille@plymouth.edu. If you have any questions about the rights of research 
participants, you may call the Chairperson of the Plymouth State University’s Institutional 
Review Board at 603-535-3114 (Valid until July 1, 2021). 

VOLUNTARY PARTICIPATION 

You understand that your participation in this study is entirely voluntary, and that refusal to 
participate will involve no penalty or loss of benefits. You are free to withdraw or refuse 
consent, or to discontinue your participation in this study at any time without penalty or 
consequence.  

You voluntarily give your consent to participate in this research study. You will be given a 
copy of this consent form. 
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Signatures: 

 

________________________ 

Participant’s Name (Print)  

 

________________________    ____________ 

Participant ’s Signature     Date 

 

I, the undersigned, certify that to the best of my knowledge, the subject signing this consent 
form has had the study fully and carefully explained by me and have been given an 
opportunity to ask any questions regarding the nature, risks, and benefits of participation in 
this research study.  

 

Jessica A. Dutille_________ 

Investigator’s Name (Print)  

 

 

____________________________________________  __1/30/20_________ 

Investigator’s Signature      Date 

 

Plymouth State University’s IRB has approved the solicitation of participants for the study 
until February 9th, 2021. 
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Appendix D 

Interview Transcript 

Hello, participant. I am hoping to learn more about your experiences as an educator facilitating 
loving-kindness, or metta meditation. Do you feel comfortable talking to me about this today?  
 
I have some questions for you, and with your permission, I will be audio recording your 
responses while taking notes so that I can capture the information you provide without relying on 
memory. Your answers will not be disclosed in association with your name or any identifiable 
personal information. Do you grant permission for audio recording?  
 
Please take as much time as you would like to answer these questions. Do you have any questions 
for me about this process before we begin? Please know that you are welcome to ask me 
questions at any point.  
 
Questions: 

1. Please explain how you integrate loving-kindness, or metta meditation into your educational 
practice. 
 

2. What have you experienced relative to introducing loving-kindness, or metta meditation into 
your classroom in terms of:  

 
a. impacts on yourself?  
b. impacts on your students (to include behavior inside and/or outside the classroom)?  
c. impacts on your classroom environment? 

 
For the purpose of this study, Thich Nhat Hanh’s definition of Interbeing is used. According to 
Hanh (2004, 2007) actively looking and seeing the other is to love, and seeing the other requires 
seeing and knowing the self. To love is to acknowledge that which exists between the self and the 
other, and this is what Hanh (2007) referred to as interbeing. Humans cannot exist alone 
individually, rather humans “inter-be” (Hanh, 2015, p. 92). Literally meaning, “to be mutual,” 
interbeing honors the interconnected essence of humanity (Sieber, 2015), and it creates common 
ground (Hagens, 2017). (Participants will receive this definition in writing during the interview 
via email, or in person).   

3. Based on your experiences in facilitating loving-kindness, or metta meditation among 
students, how do you understand the relationship between this practice and love as defined as 
Interbeing/interconnection in your classroom environment?  
 

4. Lastly, do you have any final thoughts that you wish to share? 

Thank you for engaging in this interview, participant. I am so grateful for your time and 
participation.  
 
Would be open to me reaching back out if any follow-up questions emerge? 
 




