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This thesis uses a car metaphor to argue that writers lack agency when emotion, 
especially fear, takes the driver’s seat. Fear narrows focus and keeps writers stuck in 
one “gear” (editing) through attachment to existing drafts and perspectives. Such a 
focus leads to shallow writing goals and can make writers defensive and inflexible. 
These difficulties all signal a lack of agency; writers are not in control of meaning 
making. Through an understanding of the brain’s plasticity and mindfulness practices, 
writers can take the driver’s seat and respond, rather than react, to fear. More 
specifically, this thesis illustrates how mindfulness supports fluidity and openness 
during meaning making. Rather than adhering blindly to their current drafts and 
perspectives, writers can use knowledge of brain plasticity and specific mindfulness 
practices to continually revise their drafts from multiple, complex perspectives, thus 
helping them shift gears between different writing processes, such as idea generation 
and revision. Mindfulness and brain literacy make important contributions to feminist 
and socially responsible pedagogies by honoring embodied experience, reframing 
students’ struggles with agency, and dissolving the body-mind and emotion-logic 
dualisms.  In all of these ways, brain literacy and mindfulness foster a sense of agency 
and social responsibility in writers.  
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Chapter I 
 
  

PROBLEMS OF AGENCY IN WRITING 
 
 

BACKGROUND 
 
 

 Two summers ago, while trying to finish my master’s degree in Information 

Media, I struggled painfully to write the literature portion of my portfolio. I had done a 

great deal of the research and had found fitting scholarly articles to work with, but 

when it came to the writing process, I simply was stuck. In June, I took a road trip 

with my parents. In the hope of getting some writing done, I sat in the back seat with 

my laptop.  

My back growing more hunched by the minute, I recycled several thoughts: “I 

am a terrible writer; I’m not cut out for this.” “I have only written x number of pages–

what happens if I don’t finish?” “What if my advisor thinks my ideas are stupid?” My 

focus becoming narrower and narrower as I wrote, I quickly became stuck in the 

micro-level of editing, fixing grammatical errors. I knew that I should engage in 

different writing processes–generating new ideas or revising global issues–but my 

intensely narrow focus and the fear of failure kept me stuck. I could not shift gears. 

The closest I could get to revision was rearranging the words that I already had on the 

paper. Knowing that I needed to shake off my current mold, I decided to talk with my 
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mom - a strong academic writer–in hope of sparking new ideas. Very quickly, she 

offered a new way of seeing my topic. I reflected on her idea for a moment. It was a 

good idea, but when I looked down at my paper I realized that I would have to discard 

much of what I had already written. Bringing in new information, it seemed, 

threatened my current way of seeing the paper. Realizing this, I grew resistant to her 

ideas and even more fearful that I would never finish the paper. 

During this time, I lacked agency. My writing experience was determined by 

elements over which I believed I had no control: emotion (fear that I would not please 

my instructor or finish the project), being stuck in one writing process (editing surface 

issues), and prejudice (seeing only my own perspective and seeing outside 

perspectives as threatening). I was not, literally or figuratively, in the driver’s seat of 

my writing experience. My emotion was in the driver’s seat; stuck in high gear with 

narrow focus, I could perform only surface writing and there was no hope of shifting 

gears into any another process (e.g., idea generation or revision). A map that I had 

created myself determined the direction of my writing, and I was unwilling to look at 

any territory that contradicted my map. Scholars, particularly those doing cognitive 

psychological research in composition, have discussed the influence of these problems 

on students’ writing experiences. 

   
Emotion Driving the Writing Process 

 Fear seems to be the emotion that students experience most commonly. When 

fear enters students’ writing experiences, it takes over the driver’s seat and reduces 
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their writing goals from meaning making to editing. As Ellen Lavelle and Nancy 

Zuercher have suggested, fear leads to a surface approach to learning: i.e., one that is 

fearful, narrowly focused, disconnected from subjective experience, and out of touch 

with making meaning (376). Perhaps it is largely fear that leads those whom Linda 

Flower and John R. Hayes have deemed “unskilled writers” to base their writing on 

low-level, narrowly focused goals such as “finishing a sentence or correctly spelling a 

word” (379). In this state of mind, students are simply unable to engage in writing 

processes that require meaning making and more holistic thinking (i.e., revision). 

Driven by fear, they will “edit so much as they go that the progress of their thinking is 

impeded, if not brought to a standstill" (Blau 305). Unattended fear, then, diminishes 

agency because it motivates students to pursue narrow, shallow writing goals.  

Another reason that fear often drives students’ goals is its association with 

external focus. Fear motivates students to locate approval and power externally rather 

than internally. Originally, fear was a survival mechanism designed to narrow our 

focus and make us look for external threats (Siegel 78). While historically these 

threats may have been predators, today almost anything can be perceived as a threat. 

For college students, failing to gain their instructor’s approval is an ever-present threat. 

Students motivated by this fear will often resort to the procedural approach, marked by 

narrow focus and “strict adherence to the rules and minimal amount of involvement” 

(Lavelle and Zuercher 377). It seems probable, then, that both narrow focus and 

external focus are caused by fear. On that trip across South Dakota, I spent a great deal 

of energy worrying about pleasing my advisor rather than making meaning. Fear tends 
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to take over the driver’s seat by reducing students’ goals to editing or to satisfying 

instructor’s criteria, rather than being personally invested in the assignment. 

My own students’ testimonies validate the power of fear to shape one’s writing 

experience. For the last three semesters as a teaching assistant in English 191: 

Rhetorical and Analytical Writing, I have asked students to write a journal entry at the 

beginning of the semester in which they express their fears and beliefs about writing 

as well as their perceptions of themselves as writers. Several of my students’ 

responses pointed to fear as a problem:  

• "Depending on the topic of my writing, have been nervous to begin the 

writing process. This stems from a fear of not doing well or being clear 

with each point I make." 

• “The thought of writing big papers that will be tough for me is making me 

uneasy."  

• "I'm afraid that I will get behind or not do good." 

Several students emphasized their desire to learn to manage their fear differently:  

• "I hope I can overcome my fear of writing in college because I know that I 

can effectively communicate with people." 

• "I want to be able to write papers easily and not stress on them." 

• "I also hope to lose some fear of writing, because when I was younger my 

parents and some teachers liked my work." 

While some fears can be calmed through reassurance (e.g., telling the student that they 

will not be judged), reassurance can be externally dependent. Even if students can 
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reassure themselves, fear is nevertheless powerful in how it shapes perception. In the 

midst of narrow focus and external focus, a student is likely to remain in a fearful state 

of mind.   

 
Inability to Shift Gears 

 When students experience fear their focus will narrow. Since narrow-focus 

state of mind is conducive to editing grammar and other micro-level concerns, 

students who experience fear tend to engage in premature editing, as described above. 

If a student is driven by fear for a long time he or she can remain stuck in this one 

writing process: editing. Editing is not the only writing process students get stuck in, 

however. As one of my students wrote recently, “The drafting I have a hard time with 

because I write a paper and get done with it, it is still a draft because of my mistakes. 

But the thing is I never get out of this stage. I keep rewriting and rewriting draft after 

draft and it takes forever." Although my student’s testimony is somewhat vague, it 

seems clear that he gets stuck in the revision process. He never gets to the final 

editing/polishing stage that others get caught in but instead keeps revising at the 

macro-level.  

 Regardless of which writing process they are caught in, these students all face 

the same problem: they cannot switch to the other writing processes. Although writing 

processes do not have to occur in a strict, linear order (Flower and Hayes 369), a 

successful writer does, at some point, need to practice the main ones: planning, 

translating, and reviewing. According to Flower and Hayes, switching between 
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different writing processes is under the control of the mind’s monitor, the part of the 

mind that is in charge of switching between writing processes. Students who are 

unable to activate their monitor will struggle and may not succeed in producing a final 

product (369). Although Flower and Hayes associate the monitor with successful 

writing, they do not seem to offer methods for activating it. Perhaps more importantly, 

students who cannot switch between different writing processes will not have the 

agency to drive their paper forward. What they are able to write will be determined by 

whichever writing process they happen to be stuck in.  

 
Adherence to One Perspective or Narrow  
      Focus on the Map 

A third way that students lose agency occurs when they resist new perspectives. 

As I described earlier, even when offered a helpful outside perspective–a different way 

to see my paper–I defended what I had already written. From where I was at that 

moment, I could not even comprehend a different way of seeing my paper. Just as fear 

and narrow focus can lead us to remain stuck in one writing process, they can also lead 

us to resist outside perspectives. Fear/stress and narrow focus create a vicious cycle: 

narrow focus reaffirms a person’s fears, creating more fear, which fuels even narrower 

focus (Fehmi and Robbins 19-28). This vicious cycle, as Andrea Lunsford describes, 

has some important implications. Unskilled writers who exhibit narrow focus tend to 

have difficulty distancing themselves from their topic (281).  When writers cannot 

distance themselves from their ideas, their ability to critique or revise those ideas 

declines.  
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Recalling the driving metaphor, it is as if fear and narrow focus shove a 

writer’s face into their own map; it’s the only thing they see. Outside perspectives–

even the actual road the driver encounters–will be interpreted as contradicting one’s 

map. A person who experiences fear and narrow focus, shaped by existing prejudices, 

becomes highly attached to their current way of seeing things (Drake 284). In the 

writing process this can mean that a writer becomes attached to their first draft, what 

Lavelle and Zuercher categorize as another surface approach to writing, the 

spontaneous-impulsive approach (377).  Writers will consequently resist the kind of 

revision that reshapes global aspects of their writing. These writers “are far less able 

than better writers to abandon a text once they have written it and are more apt to 

confine themselves to what they have already put down on paper” (Breetvelt, Van Den 

Bergh, and Rijlaarsdam 105). No longer creative, meaning-making agents, these 

writers become slaves to their existing drafts as well as their existing worldviews. If 

students are unable to revise the deeper meaning in their paper, they are also unable to 

revise their current understanding of whatever they are writing about.   

 
IMPLICATIONS OF LACKING AGENCY 

 
 

Surface Approaches to Writing and  
      “Unskilled” or “Poor” Writers 

When students, driven by fear, remain stuck in the same writing process and 

are resistant to outside perspectives, they lack agency. They often use surface 

approaches to writing because they are not investing personally in the assignment, not 
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engaged, and not making meaning. If students are not active and engaged while 

writing, they are probably not engaged in learning in general or with their peers. Such 

students will give and receive little in the writing classroom. 

Many of the characteristics of low agency explored above characterize what 

some scholars have deemed “unskilled writers” or “poor writers.” For instance, 

because unskilled writers are driven by fear, they engage in constant and premature 

editing (Perl 333). Poor writers, to use Flower and Hayes’s term (377), also have 

difficulty shifting gears. They have difficulty engaging the monitor. Because unskilled 

writers also insist on adhering to their own map, they resist letting in new information 

and are “locked into whatever is on the page” (Perl 333). Moreover, poor writers tend 

to respond to outside perspectives in an egocentric way as opposed to embracing and 

taking part in complex ideas (Lunsford 281).  

As we have seen, some label student writers who lack agency as “unskilled” or 

“poor.” The phrase “poor writer” is problematic because it assumes that the student’s 

trait is inherent and relatively fixed. Even the phrase “unskilled writer” is also 

problematic because it implies that a student does not possess the skills to practice 

different writing processes, such as revision, when their struggle with revision might 

be temporary, caused by fear and narrow focus. These writers that scholars have 

traditionally labeled “poor” or “unskilled” writers did indeed probably create text that 

were lower in quality–a student who is fearful, narrowly focused, and resistant to other 

perspectives is not going to write a stellar paper. The student’s writing, however, is not 

the student. If students were to respond differently to their emotion and shift from 
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narrow to open focus, they might perform very well in writing. I argue, therefore, for a 

shift from seeing writers as poor to seeing their writing as poor. Such a shift can 

disrupt students’ (and instructors’) view of their writing ability or writing approaches 

as fixed traits.  

 
Students’ Beliefs in Fixed Writing  
      Approaches/Abilities 
 

Labeling student writers skilled/unskilled, good/poor reinforces students’ own 

beliefs that their writing abilities and approaches are fixed. Students need not be 

overtly labeled poor or unskilled writers–their own experience of lacking agency is 

enough to reinforce their belief that they are inherently incapable of doing better. If 

students continually experience fear during writing, for instance, and as a result stay 

stuck in the same process (i.e., premature editing), they will probably produce a poor 

papers. Without recognizing how fear and narrow focus impact their writing 

experience, students might attribute their failure to their inherent abilities. The belief 

that one’s writing ability is an inherent trait was common in my classroom. Notice the 

verb am in the following comments, indicating a belief that people are inherently good 

or poor writers:  

• "I don't consider myself a writer . . . ."  

• "I'm not a big fan of writing. Nor am I good at it." 

• "I have never felt that I am a good writer." 

• "I am not a person who sits down and writes just for fun."   

• "In high school I was a terrible writer and still am today."  
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• "I'm not super creative, therefore I don't write often in my free time.” 

Students also perceived their writing approaches as fixed:  

• "I generally don't enjoy writing because I don't feel that I am a good writer. 

I think this is because I am generally a perfectionist and want to create 

great things." 

• "I am the kind of person who has to be told specific instructions otherwise I 

usually have a panic attack. So as you can guess, my recent history with 

writing isn't exactly me jumping with joy." 

The last two examples reveal a belief that even one’s approach to writing is 

fixed: being hyper-focused on following rules or being product oriented, as opposed to 

letting the writing be an organic, on-going process. Not only does the second student 

perceive her writing approach as fixed, she also seems to perceive her emotional 

reactions as something beyond her control. Other students also described barriers to 

writing that they seem to think are beyond their control: difficulty focusing, focusing 

too narrowly to the point where their writing flow is hampered, difficulty generating 

ideas, and so on. Such statements indicate a felt lack of agency. If students believe that 

their abilities, habits, and approaches to writing are fixed, they probably feel little 

motivation to try to overcome barriers.  

Believing that writing approaches and habits are inherent traits contributes to 

the fear that causes students to lose agency in the first place. One student attributed her 

fear of writing to her belief that she was a bad writer: “For as long as I can remember, 

I've been terrified of writing papers. Not because they had to be incredibly long or in 
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depth, but because basically I view myself as a terrible writer.” Ironically, the fear 

created by her belief that she is a bad writer may actually be the source of her struggle. 

As I suggested earlier, fear impedes agency and leads to a surface approach, resulting 

in lower quality writing. Students’ lack of agency while writing fuels a vicious cycle: 

they lack agency, which reinforces their belief that they have no agency, which in turn 

lessens their sense of agency even further, which reinforces the belief that they have 

no agency, etc. Thus, the belief that one’s writing ability is a fixed trait is both the 

cause and result of students’ lack of agency.  

 
AGENCY AND DEEP APPROACHES TO WRITING 

 
 

 In an ideal composition classroom, students feel a strong sense of agency. 

Their writing goals are shaped, not by fear with its narrow and external focus, but by a 

genuine desire to make meaning. They feel that they are in control of switching 

between different writing processes, not frustrated by being stuck in one. Ideally, 

students are also open to other perspectives while writing. Instead of seeing outside 

perspectives as threats to their existing ideas or drafts, they actively seek and engage 

with new viewpoints to enrich their understanding. Reinforcing all of these elements 

of agency is the confidence that comes from understanding that all students have the 

ability to orchestrate their own minds: to respond rather than react to emotion, to shift 

fluidly between different ways of thinking, and to open their perspectives to other 

ideas.  
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When students recognize and practice their agency in these ways, they will at 

the same time exhibit deep approaches to writing. A student who embodies a deep 

approach will typically grasp the deeper purpose of an assignment as well as respond 

meaningfully to writing prompts based on personal experience and prior knowledge. A 

deep approach involves seeing material and the writing task from a holistic 

perspective and is marked by a “sophisticated understanding of revision as remaking 

or rebuilding meaning for oneself and for the audience” (Lavelle and Zuercher 376). 

Students using a deep approach are able to see the relationship between macro and 

micro ideas. A deep approach, then, contrasts with a surface approach to learning, 

which exhibits little engagement or self-expression and focuses on surface issues (374). 

 
CURRENT RESPONSES TO PROBLEMS OF AGENCY  

IN THE CLASSROOM 
 
 

Many scholars have recognized problems of agency in the classroom. As we 

have seen, an ideal composition classroom is one in which both students and 

instructors embody agency and as a result practice deep approaches to writing. 

Understanding this goal, we can begin to explore ways of creating such a classroom. 

Before we can do that, however, we need to be clear about what this solution should 

not look like. One pitfall that both scholars and instructors often fall into is what Ann 

E. Berthoff calls a “pedagogy of exhortation”: e.g., “‘Feel comfortable. . . . Wake 

up! . . . Find something you’re interested in. . . . Get your thesis statement. . . . Say 

what you really think. . . . Go over your paper and take out all unnecessary words.’ 
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But exhortation, whether left wing or right-wing, is not instructive” (310). In other 

words, exhortation may motivate students to write, but it alone does not provide 

students the necessary methods or tools.  

We find another example of such exhortation in Beauvais, Olive, and 

Passerault who, after explaining that shifting between writing processes is 

characteristic of skilled writers, suggest that instructors inform their students of the 

processes that are associated with different writing tasks and describe what these 

processes should look like (425). Such advice seems to be a double-exhortation: 

teachers are exhorted to use a pedagogy of exhortation. Another author, Albert 

Bandura, acknowledges the limitations of a pedagogy of exhortation but falls short of 

offering what Berthoff might recognize as tangible approaches to a pedagogy of 

knowing (310).   

As Berthoff says, “exhortation is . . . not instructive” (310). Asking teachers to 

adopt a pedagogy of knowing, she writes, “unless and until the mind of the learner is 

engaged, no meaning will be made, no knowledge can be won” (310). Thus, the 

instructor should give students tools for achieving engagement, rather than merely 

exhorting them to be engaged: “The goal of the instructor should be to encourage 

conscientization [sic]–the discovery of the mind in action” (321). Among the tools she 

suggests are activities and assignments that nurture this self-aware, engaged state of 

mind, for example the double-entry journal (in which students reflect on their own 

thoughts) and an activity in which students practice open awareness in nature (46). 
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Lunsford similarly calls for engagement in the classroom and specific tools to 

aid this process:  

basic writers must continually be engaged in writing in a full rhetorical context, 
solving problems and practicing conceptual skills in a carefully sequenced set 
of assignments. This study suggests that we should begin the task of 
developing such materials by listening carefully to what our students tell us in 
their writing, and by characterizing that writing as fully as we can. (288)  
 

Although Lunsford’s article is promising in that she encourages instructors to develop 

tools (i.e., “carefully sequenced set of assignments”), she fails to offer specific 

examples of such assignments. Her article, “The Content of Basic Writers’ Essay,” is 

also limited in that it focuses on students’ language as revelatory of where they are on 

the linear stage model of cognitive and moral development (284). Such a linear model 

assumes that students cannot shift their writing approaches from moment to moment. 

Another limitation of much scholarship about the writing process is that it 

offers perspectives that are either exclusively expressivist or exclusively social-

constructivist. Such scholarship perpetuates the unnecessary dichotomy between social 

and embodied experience, as Nathan Crick has pointed out (265). For example, Barry 

Zimmerman and Rafael Risemberg’s promotion of the monitor and of goals is based 

exclusively on a social cognitive perspective (95). They suggest that students learn to 

improve their self-efficacy and ability to use their monitor by using peers and more 

experienced writers as models (95). Their theory, unfortunately, does not acknowledge 

students’ embodied experience of fear and attachment (see Lavelle and Zuercher 376; 

Magno 3). It is questionable how watching others write will help fearful students 

respond productively to their tendencies to focus on surface issues or become less 
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attached to their existing drafts/perspectives. Zimmerman and Risemberg themselves 

acknowledge another limitation of this solution: “a remaining issue is how novice 

writers shift from a state of dependence on others to a capability for self-regulated 

interdependence” (95).    

When scholars ignore students’ embodied experiences, including their 

emotional responses to writing, they are ignoring a crucial part of the context in which 

writing occurs. Lavelle and Zuercher do label fear, anxiety, and attachment as 

characteristics of surface approaches to learning but do not offer students or 

instructors ways to respond to these emotions and states of mind. If a student is 

operating from a state of mind that is fearful and attached, modeling and encouraging 

a deep approach to learning may not be enough. Even if an instructor tries to focus 

attention on deeper meaning, students may nonetheless filter that meaning through a 

narrow lens if that is their current state of mind.  

 
CONCLUSION 

 
 

 Several things can lessen students’ sense of agency while writing. Fear and 

other difficult emotions can narrow the writer’s focus. In this state of mind, students’ 

goals become narrow and shallow (e.g., to meet minimum page requirements or fulfill 

the instructor’s criteria). Whether from fear or habit, students are also disempowered 

when they are constantly stuck in only one writing process (e.g., editing). Finally, 

when influenced by fear or prejudice, students lack agency if they are resistant to new 

perspectives that could enrich their understanding and writing. They thus remain 
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bound by their current drafts, which means that when they write about real-world 

topics, they are unlikely to revise their understanding of the issues involved. A lack of 

agency is also conducive to surface approaches to writing, marked by disengagement 

and disconnection.  

 Ideally, students will not be driven by these elements but can instead take the 

driver’s seat and become consciously engaged and in control during writing. They 

should know how to respond productively to difficult emotions such as fear, be able to 

shift fluidly between all the writing processes, and embrace diverse perspectives to 

enrich their writing. Student agency would allow both students and instructors to reap 

the benefits of students practicing deep approaches to writing, marked by high 

engagement and a sophisticated understanding of the writing process. To bring about 

such a solution, a concrete method is needed, one that is based not on a pedagogy of 

exhortation but on a pedagogy of knowing. Before we can develop such a method, 

however, students and instructors need to first correct an underlying faulty belief: that 

writing ability is fixed. Exposing them to the concept of brain plasticity provides this 

needed step. This will be the first topic of Chapter II: Writers Taking the Driver’s Seat 

and Learning to Drive. After presenting the importance of exposing students to the 

concept of brain’s plasticity, I will then describe how students can take the driver’s 

seat (respond to emotions productively), learn to shift gears (shift between different 

writing processes), and learn to update their maps by examining the world around 

them (let in new perspectives during revision). 
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Chapter II 
 
 

WRITERS TAKING THE DRIVER’S SEAT AND LEARNING  
HOW TO DRIVE 

 
 

Earlier, I quoted one of my students as saying “I’m not super creative; 

therefore I don’t write often in my free time.” This student probably struggles with and 

does not enjoy activities that call for creative thinking and assumes that she is 

inherently and permanently uncreative. Like this young woman, my students and I 

have little hope of taking the driver’s seat unless we first change our belief that our 

writing abilities and approaches are fixed. This belief implies that many of the things 

that restrict our writing–emotion, staying stuck in one writing process, and prejudice–

are beyond our control, that in order to write well, one has to be born with that gift. 

Before they will take the driver’s seat, then, we first need to convince our students that 

they are in fact able to take it. They need to understand that fear (and its 

accompanying narrow focus), getting stuck, and prejudice are not uncontrollable 

barriers, but elements that we can consciously work with to change. This is so because 

our brains are malleable and our writing abilities are not inherent and fixed. Research 

on brain plasticity, also called neuroplasticity, reveals that the brain is molded not only 

by what we think but also they way we pay attention (Malabou 1-14).   
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You Can Take the Driver’s Seat: Writing  
      Ability as Plastic 
 
 In composition classes, students are asked constantly to change the way they 

are using their brains. For instance, they may be asked to think creatively by 

brainstorming ideas for a narrative essay. Next, they may be asked to think in a highly 

focused manner to examine sentence structures. Finally, they may need to practice 

holistic thinking in order to examine their paper’s big picture so they can evaluate its 

coherence. In one class period, then, a student might be asked to practice all these 

kinds of thinking and more. Few students know, however, that they have the capacity 

to consciously activate those parts of the brain most conducive to particular kinds of 

thinking and writing processes and that they can acquire the tools necessary for such 

activation. For example, instead waiting passively to be told to begin the kind of 

thinking associated with a particular writing task, they can train their brains for these 

tasks ahead of time by using the mindfulness-based exercises discussed in the next 

three sections.  

Knowing that our brains and minds are highly malleable is exciting because, as 

I have said, it means that we can consciously activate parts of the brain associated with 

different kinds of writing, including creativity. In addition, students can also activate 

that part of the brain responsible for shifting between different writing processes, the 

work of Flower and Hayes’s monitor. Thus, writers can change their state of mind 

dramatically, even in a matter of seconds.  



19 
 

 

Moreover, when students understand that their minds are plastic, their sense of 

agency is likely to increase. As Bandura explains, “Among the mechanisms of agency, 

none is more central or pervasive than people’s beliefs about their capabilities to 

exercise control over their own level of functioning and over events that affect their 

lives” (118). Just believing that they can control their writing ability can give them 

agency and improve their performance (118). In fact, Bandura argues that academic 

ability in general is not fixed but is determined by a student’s ability to “orchestrate,” 

among other things, the different cognitive, behavioral, and social skills that an 

academic writing task requires (118). When students learn that their brains are 

malleable, they will have taken a crucial step toward discarding their strongly 

ingrained beliefs that their writing approaches and abilities are inherent and beyond 

their control.  

Scholars and educators from disciplines other than science have seen the 

relevance to education of the research in neuroplasticity. Some scholars, for instance, 

have urged educators to increase their own brain literacy so that they can make more 

informed pedagogical choices. As Virginia Berninger and Todd Richards have noted, 

“Teachers are entrusted with a noble profession – educating minds. It is ironic, 

therefore, that teachers are given no professional preparation about the brain. The 

mind is the brain at work” (3). Contributing to this trend, one group of social-work 

scholars has seen the importance of teaching social-work majors about brain plasticity 

(Egan, Neely-Barnes, and Combs-Orme 272). Their work highlights the ways that 

different groups, particularly vulnerable groups such as those with PTSD, older adults, 
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infants, and children, have experienced changes in their neurology as a result of social-

work policies and other social events. These scholars seek to increase social workers’ 

understanding of their clients, to better prepare social workers to educate their clients 

about what is happening to them neurologically and socially, and to help social 

workers make more informed decisions about which policies to support (279). This 

research, bringing an understanding of neuroscience to bear on social work, should be 

extended to education in general and to composition pedagogy in particular. 

Unfortunately, only a small number of studies connect neuroplasticity research 

with writing (see Nackaerts, Vervoot, Heremans, Smits-Engelsman, Swinnen, and 

Nieuboer’s “Relearning of Writing Skills in Parkinson’s Disease” and Rogowsky, 

Papamichalis, Villa, Heim, and Tallal’s “Neuroplasticity-Based Cognitive and 

Linguistic Skills Training Improves Reading and Writing Skills in College Students”). 

I have found no studies which focus on the benefits students in general could receive 

from literacy in neuroplasticity, i.e., the agency that comes from knowing that they can 

consciously activate and shape different functions of the brain. I would argue that 

college students in all disciplines should acquire basic understanding of 

neuroplasticity so that, at the very least, they know which brain functions they can 

control and that their abilities are not fixed. The writing classroom is an especially 

ideal setting for this kind of brain literacy, however, because writers are asked to do a 

large variety of tasks requiring many different kinds of thinking.   

 Once students have realized that they are capable of using their brains in many 

different ways by familiarizing themselves with the concept of neuroplasticity, they 
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are prepared to exercise this plasticity. The best way of doing this is by practicing 

mindfulness, a philosophy, an applied, formal practice, and a focal point of research in 

brain plasticity. Mindfulness in general, and mindfulness meditation in particular, is 

the calm, open awareness of what is happening in the present moment. Although many 

associate the word “meditation” with “zoning out” or merely relaxing, it actually 

requires that participants be highly engaged, alert, and observant. The opposite of 

“zoning out,” then, mindfulness is about being mentally present and attentive (Kroll 

73).  Those who practice mindfulness are challenged to remain calmly aware and 

observant, even when thoughts, emotions, sensations, or events arise that cause 

discomfort. Instead of reacting to these phenomena, participants practice observing 

with beginner’s mind: seeing even the familiar as though they were seeing it for the 

first time. Practicing mindfulness, then, fosters a neurologically unique state of mind 

that differs from both alert and resting states (Tang, Rothbart, and Posner 332). 

Although it occasionally happens spontaneously, it most often comes about through 

the sustained, conscious practice of formal meditation (332).  

Although some instructors have recognized the relevance of mindfulness to 

composition, published studies are few. And, research on mindfulness, done mostly 

from a purely neurobiological perspective, rarely discusses the implications of these 

studies for the composition classroom. A newer field, contemplative studies, seems to 

explore mindfulness more holistically, with more emphasis on its connections with 

education. Still, we need a discussion that focuses specifically on mindfulness in the 

composition classroom, given the problems students experience there, e.g., emotions 
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surrounding the writing process, difficulty switching between tasks, and resistance to 

feedback during the revision process. Since these difficulties are associated with 

students’ felt lack of agency, we must explore what mindfulness can offer the 

composition classroom in terms of supporting a sense of agency.  

To that end, I will examine how neuroscience and contemplative studies might 

help to advance the kind of agency defined in Chapter I. The three elements of agency 

which mindfulness supports are “Taking the Driver’s Seat: Responding, Not Reacting 

to Emotion;” “Shifting Gears: Fluidity Between Writing Processes;” and “Editing Our 

Maps: Responding to the World.” To support my argument, I will draw on writing 

instructors’ actual experiences of implementing mindfulness in the composition 

classroom and excerpts from a guided mindfulness meditation. I will show that such 

meditation provides a concrete tool to support agency, filling the gap put forth by 

Berthoff (providing students with concrete tools for engagement, rather than merely 

exhorting them). As I will show, mindfulness, both in its applied practice through 

mindfulness meditation and its underlying philosophy, supports agency and deep 

approaches to writing.  

 
Taking the Driver’s Seat and Shifting to  
      Neutral: Responding, Not Reacting, 
      To Emotion 
 

Many writers experience fear and anxiety, which often turn into habitual 

reactions to writing (Wenger 36-37). In addition to negative emotions associated with 

writing, students often enter the classroom with stress and other emotions from 

previous classes or life events (36). As discussed in Chapter I, difficult emotions–fear, 
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in particular–can take over the driver’s seat while students are writing. This happens 

because fear changes the brain physiologically, narrowing the writer’s focus and 

causing them to look outside themselves (Siegel 78). These effects on perception then 

influence the writer to create goals that are narrow and aimed at pleasing the instructor, 

not themselves (Lavelle and Zuercher 377). Fear also affects perception in that it locks 

students into a brain state that is conducive only to writing processes that require 

narrow focus, which can make them resistant to outside perspectives during revision 

(Breetvelt, Van Den Bergh, and Rijlaarsdam 105; Drake 284). 

Mindfulness meditation helps students gain agency by asking them to train 

their minds to become aware of and respond to emotions, rather than react, blindly 

letting them color their perceptions. During meditation, a person is asked to bring 

awareness to emotion in the body, but not to follow the thoughts associated with that 

emotion. Following is an excerpt from a guided meditation CD conducted by Michael 

O’Neal, a Twin Cities mindfulness teacher:  

And sometimes there will be discomfort that stays in the body, and in this case 
you can practice bringing your awareness right into the middle of that 
discomfort - that heat or that pain - and instead of turning away and trying to 
escape from the pain or the discomfort as we usually do, simply bring your 
awareness right into the heart of it, and breathe into that strong sensation. 
Practicing being exactly there. Not being carried away by your thoughts or 
your emotional reactions to that discomfort, but simply being exactly there, 
with that strong sensation. (“Guided Sitting Meditation”) 
 

In other words, students are asked to “stay” with but not attach to thoughts and 

emotions and in doing so refrain from habitual, sometimes prejudiced, responses.  
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Two things happen during this practice. First, the student’s attention moves 

from external to internal. As discussed earlier, fear is associated with looking 

externally. When a person attaches thoughts to the emotion of fear, that person is 

likely to believe that whatever is happening externally is the source of their fear. 

Second, when a person refrains from attaching thoughts to their emotions, the emotion 

tends to calm down because it is not being further fueled by thought. When students 

calm their emotions in this way they are, in a sense, shifting into a neutral gear. In this 

neutral state of mind, they have an opportunity to see what is happening in a new light.  

Such a process and its resulting agency is best understood through an example. 

Students reading feedback from their instructor may feel discomfort and anxiety. 

Without mindfulness, fear may cause them to look only externally at the instructor. In 

this state of mind, they are likely to perceive the instructor as threatening and attach 

uncritically to a dismissive thought like “they are just being picky.”  

If these same students practiced mindfulness, their focus would shift internally. 

They would become aware, not only that they are having emotion, but also that they 

have reacted to this emotion by attaching a thought to it (“the instructor is just being 

picky”). The change from external to internal focus shifts the student’s perspective 

from “the instructor is judgmental” to “I am feeling fearful when reading my 

instructor’s feedback.”  

By calmly observing but not feeding their fear of the instructor’s judgment, the 

students’ fear may subside. Now in a more neutral state of mind, there is space for 

reflection and new ways of perceiving the events (e.g., “Maybe the instructor is giving 
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me more feedback because she wants me to do well”). Although not all students will 

reach the point of changing their perceptions so dramatically, mindfulness meditation 

may, at the very least, support student agency by shifting attention from the purely 

external (placing all responsibility on the instructor) to internal (encouraging students 

to take responsibility for their reactions). 

Students who practice mindfulness meditation learn a new way to respond to 

emotion: one that seeks neither to suppress it nor to express it blindly without any self-

awareness. In this way, mindfulness is a respectful way of responding to emotion 

because, as Christy Wenger argues, “overriding reactions to feelings doesn't so much 

invalidate their importance as it allows students to better understand them, leading to 

emotional maturity" (36). And, because becoming aware of strong, difficult emotions 

can raise self-judgment and more reactive emotion, mindfulness asks students to 

observe their emotions and thoughts with an attitude of self-compassion. Calm 

awareness, when combined with self-compassion, can increase students’ “ability to 

become aware of habitual responses in order to redirect them, creating a ‘calm and 

clear mental context from which to act’” (37). Many psychological studies support the 

claim that mindfulness helps people respond better to difficult emotions, framed as 

emotional regulation (Brown, Ryan, and Creswell 226; Nolfe 631; Sobolewskia, Holt, 

Kublika, and Wróbela 47; Tang, Yang, Leve, and Harold 361).  

When students choose to respond, rather than react, to emotions, they take the 

driver’s seat of their writing experience. With enough distance, they can in fact create 

an active partnership with their emotions as sources of meaning and creativity. Many 
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see emotions as barriers to rational thought, and there is some truth to this assumption: 

when emotions are unacknowledged and reactive, they can blindly reinforce prejudice. 

As my mindfulness instructor explained, emotions can fuel runaway thought trains 

that are limited in perspective. When worked with mindfully, however, emotions can 

serve as vehicles for creative thought. Wenger, an instructor who utilizes mindful 

breathing and yoga in the classroom, explains that mindfulness can help students 

become more “generative and reflective writers who are strong and resilient in the face 

of difficult emotions and thoughtful and compassionate in their attempts to understand 

and utilize the meaning potential of feeling in their composing processes" (28). 

Mindfulness, then, nurtures a more reflective, creative, and conscious relationship 

between our thoughts and ourselves.  

Mindfulness can help turn emotions not only into vehicles for creative thought, 

but also into helpful navigation tools for drafting and revision. Kate Garretson teaches 

her students that if they pay attention to their bodies using a body scan (a kind of 

mindfulness meditation), they can recognize emotions as intuitive signals that they are 

not communicating clearly. She quotes Peter Elbow to explain:   

We find ourselves uttering words for some idea or insight or feeling on our 
mind. Then we pause to attend inward to felt sense—and often we notice that 
our words don’t quite say what we we’re trying to say. What’s important is to 
welcome that felt sense of mismatch and put attention on it charitably as a 
nonverbal experience—turning away from words for a few moments. Yet from 
that nonverbal and in fact bodily experience, we can invite new words—and 
they usually get us closer to our meaning-intention. (Elbow 12 as quoted in 
Garretson 57)  
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Mindfulness, then, transforms emotion from a problem that blindly drives students’ 

writing experience by narrowing their focus and goals into a useful tool for creating 

and revising meaning.  

 As an added bonus, mindfulness can actually foster positive emotions toward 

writing (Wenger 35). This is not surprising given the overwhelming number of studies 

that correlate mindfulness with positive mood and psychological well-being 

(Chambers, Lo, and Allen 306; Tang, Yang, Leve, and Harold 361). In fact, since 

mindfulness gives us a kind of happiness that is not dependent on external 

circumstances (Brown, Ryan, and Creswell 227), students can stand to reap clear 

personal benefits from meditation.  

One difficulty that may arise from students practicing mindfulness meditations 

in the writing classroom is their tendency to experience transference with their writing 

instructor, particularly female instructors (Jarratt 119). As Susan Jarratt explains, 

students tend to perceive female instructors as mothers who they expect to attend to 

their emotional needs. Such a dynamic might support students’ (and instructors’) 

misconception that the writing classroom is a place for therapy. However, neither 

instructors nor students are prepared to respond to traumatic memories and their 

associated emotions. Although mindful awareness makes space for emotions to arise 

and encourages participants to observe them non-judgmentally, instructors and 

students should understand that the classroom is not a safe place for students to 

discuss highly sensitive memories and emotions. In the composition classroom, 
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mindfulness is most beneficial in helping students respond to emotions associated with 

the writing experience, such as anxiety or perhaps minor anger about feedback.  

When students respond differently to emotion, they put themselves in the 

driver’s seat. No longer driven around by their emotions, they can respond to them as 

a useful tool for meaning making. By calming their emotions, they have also shifted 

their brains into neutral. From this position, they can shift into whatever gears–writing 

processes–are needed for a specific task. 

 
Shifting Gears: Fluidity between  
      Writing Processes 

As I mentioned in the beginning of this chapter, students are often called upon 

to shift gears–do several different writing tasks requiring different types of thinking–

many times during a single class period. What happens, then, if students try to do 

these tasks–these types of thinking–when they are stuck in one gear–one type of 

thinking? What happens when writers, whether from genetic inclination or habit (or 

some combination of the two), find it difficult to switch out of a type of thinking they 

habitually engage in? Such students will struggle to complete a final product because 

they will not be able to engage the necessary writing processes: planning, translating, 

and reviewing (see Flower and Hayes 369). When students have agency, however, 

they are able to switch consciously between different writing processes and the 

different kinds of thinking associated with them.   

Mind wandering is one type of thinking in which writers tend to get stuck. 

Amit Sood and David Jones describe it as “thinking about something other than what 
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one is currently intending to think about, or thoughts without a clearly identified 

proximate intention which initiated thoughts” (136). This type of thinking is 

associated with fear (Sood and Jones 136), which, as described earlier, is associated 

with getting stuck in editing and surface approaches to writing. Mind wandering is 

largely motivated by our habit–a product of evolution–of bringing our attention to 

whatever is most salient. In prehistoric times, our attention focused on physical threats 

to the body, for example, a tiger (136). In modern times, our attention is taken up 

mostly with perceived threats that are created by our own minds: 

worries and hurts, often related to regrets and fears, are housed in the domains 
of the past and the future. Given our threat focus, with the bulk of threats in the 
mind, the human attention gets rerouted to spend inordinate amounts of time 
inside the head–busy brooding and worrying, away from the present moment. 
The explosion in the number of choices and our phenomenal ability to imagine 
the mind’s inward focus–a perfect recipe for mind wandering. (136) 
 

While we may be conscious that we are stressing over a perceived threat and are not 

being chased by a tiger, our brains cannot tell the difference (Williams, Teasdale, 

Segal, and Kabat-Zinn 25). As a result, the more primal, reactive portion of the brain 

is activated along with the sympathetic nervous system, which prepares the body for 

fight or flight (Swingle 116). The sympathetic nervous system is the body’s 

accelerator–increasing blood flow and releasing hormones like adrenaline (116). 

Perceiving threats is residual; even after a perceived threat subsides, the sympathetic 

nervous system continues to affect body and mind, shutting down restorative 

processes associated with the parasympathetic nervous system (Robbins 56).  
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A mind that wanders is not likely to be present during classroom activities or 

writing. Neither is this state of mind conducive to many writing tasks, since mind 

wandering is associated with fearfulness. If writers with wandering minds are asked to 

focus on organizing, revising, or editing, for instance, they will probably have 

difficulty turning to the task at hand. They may instead devote energy to thinking 

about their worries, what they have to do later that day, or what their roommate said.   

Most writing instructors recognize this issue, which is not surprising, since 

mind wandering is a common problem: “96% of Americans report daydreaming each 

day” and it “occupies up to a third to half of the awake time in healthy adults” (Sood 

and Jones 137). Importantly, mind wandering happens in spite of the intention or 

conscious awareness of the thinker. As Sood and Jones explain, “A mind typically 

wanders into one’s own private thoughts and feelings, often without any awareness 

that it has wandered” (137). Although mind wandering is not the only type of thinking 

that writers can get stuck in, the fact that it happens without their conscious awareness 

makes it particularly important when discussing agency.  

 Mind wandering is associated with a brain network called the default mode 

network (DMN) which, though performing some useful functions, is also associated 

with negative effects like attention difficulties, anxiety, and an inability to complete 

tasks (Sood and Jones 138). In an experiment involving mindfulness meditation, Sood 

and Jones discovered that humans have the ability to control how active the DMN is 

and thus can control their mind wandering. Study participants practiced two kinds of 

mindfulness meditation: focused attention (FA) and open monitoring (OM)i. FA asks 
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participants to focus on one object in their environment to the exclusion of others, 

while OM asks participants to attend to whatever arises in their environment (138). 

Both FA and OM meditation resulted in deactivation of the DMN and activation of 

“task-positive brain regions…that are involved in conflict monitoring, working 

memory, and cognitive control” (138). Mindfulness has also been shown to deactivate 

the sympathetic nervous system and activate the parasympathetic nervous system, in 

charge of restorative processes in the body, such as digestion (Tang, Yang, Leve, and 

Harold 364). It also actives a neurotransmitter called gamma amino butyric acid which 

mitigates fear (Siegel 43). Therefore, mindfulness meditation can help students 

manage and even reverse the powerful effects that fear has both on perception during 

the writing process and on our physical health. 

Many guided mindfulness meditations directly address mind wandering. For 

instance, in the CD that I use O’Neal instructs, “Letting go of daydreams and returning 

to the breath and the body in the present moment, again and again” (“Guided Sitting 

Meditation”). Later, he continues, “And now as you continue to sit, if you like, 

including a little more directly in your awareness, the various activities, the movement 

of the mind: feeling states that come up, emotional states that come up or thought 

impulses–thought trains–that begin” (“Guided Sitting Meditation”). It would be useful 

for writing instructors to play guided sitting meditations at the beginning of class (or at 

any time). By helping student writers practice refraining from the very non-conscious 

activity of mind wandering and practice directing their attention to the task at hand, 

meditation nurtures agency.   
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Supporting the above study are others which show that mindfulness not only 

deactivates the DMN (associated with mind wandering), but activates those parts of 

the brain associated with executive function. Executive function is the “central 

component related to an individual’s capacity to adaptively regulate his or her 

thoughts, emotions, instincts, and actions” (Tang, Yang, Leve, and Harold 361). It 

governs two important tasks required by education: the ability to sustain attention and 

the ability to consciously switch attention from one thing to another (Chambers, Lo, 

and Allen 304).   

Although researchers have not yet tested whether executive function helps 

writers switch between Flower and Hayes’s different writing processes, this seems like 

a reasonable possibility. Regardless, when students activate executive function, they 

consciously redirect their attention from one item or task to another. No longer stuck 

in one gear–be it a wandering mind or another type of thinking–students can switch 

gears as needed. Thus, mindfulness helps writers achieve another important kind of 

agency. As Kirk Brown, Richard Ryan, & David Creswell explain: 

The fact that mindfulness is associated with enhanced executive functioning, 
better self-regulation, greater autonomy, and enhanced relationship capacities, 
all attests to the fact that when individuals are more mindful they are more 
capable of acting in ways that are more choiceful [sic] and more openly 
attentive to and aware of themselves and the situations in which they find 
themselves, 'all things considered.’ (227) 
 
Some writing instructors have also recognized this relationship between 

mindfulness’s support of executive function and agency. For example, by integrating 

mindfulness meditation into his composition classroom, Keith Kroll encourages his 
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students to practice refraining from answering the demands of technology. As Kroll 

explains, "Not responding to the distraction is an act of agency and of choice that 

many students never considered prior to class. Our age of multitasking and my 

students' almost absolute reliance on technology hides the choice. The cellphone call 

may go unanswered and the blinking Facebook message ignored” (31). Executive 

function is thus a highly conscious kind of thinking that allows us to refrain from 

habitual types of thinking. It may be especially valuable when writers are engaging in 

processes that involve planning, goal creation, and decision-making, since these types 

of thinking have been associated with mindfulness (Beauvais, Olive, and Passerault 

415; Brown, Ryan, and Creswell 228).  

Writers can also choose to shift into another state of mind: a phenomenon 

called flow. This distinct form of creativity is actually associated with reduced activity 

of the prefrontal cortex (the opposite of executive function, described above). Flow is 

a phenomenon experienced by writers as well artists, musicians and athletes:  

A flow state ensues when one becomes so deeply focused on a task and 
pursues it with such passion that all else disappears, including a sense of time 
or the worry of failure. The person experiences an almost euphoric state of joy 
and pleasure, in which the task is performed, without strain or effort, to the 
best of the person’s ability. (Dietrich 747) 
 

It is different from the kind of creativity in which the writer consciously conjures up 

and chooses from the subconscious. During flow the mind does not evaluate, critique, 

or otherwise consciously reflect on the ideas it produces (759).  

Arne Dietrich uses recent neurological research on two brain systems, implicit 

and explicit, to explain how flow happens and how it is experienced. While the 
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explicit system is highly conscious and uses language and a system of rules that can be 

tested like hypotheses, the implicit system is more intuitive, cannot be consciously 

explained, and responds spontaneously in the present moment (Dietrich 749).  

Although both systems are valuable to human cognition, it seems that the implicit 

system is faster and more accurate than the explicit. Moreover, empirical research has 

shown that implicit knowledge only works in the very present moment, and that the 

explicit system can obscure the intelligence of the implicit system (755). Those 

composition teachers who discourage writers from editing as they write and encourage 

them to allow themselves to write without a filter and edit later are trying to encourage 

flow and the generation of ideas through implicit knowledge. 

Dietrich’s main argument is that flow is the experience of the implicit system 

working unhampered by the explicit system. We can impede the explicit system and 

engage the implicit system through hyprofrontality. In hypofrontality, activity is halted 

in the frontal region of the brain, which is in control of “novelty fully conscious, 

evaluating its appropriateness, and ultimately its creative expression” (759). Writers 

(and other creative individuals) can engage the implicit system by consciously 

inducing hypofrontality, and thus flow, by directing their attention until it is intensely 

focused.  

Since flow is a relatively new concept, scholars have not yet explored the 

relationship between flow and mindfulness. The continuous direction of attention used 

to produce intense focus, however, seems very similar to focused attention meditation, 

one of the two categories of mindfulness meditation most discussed by scholars (Sood 
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and Jones 138). Although not intending to induce a state of flow, one student taking a 

writing class that integrated mindful breathing exercises and yoga described how the 

breathing exercises gave him more and better ideas during writing (Wenger 30). 

Mindfulness meditation, therefore, may be useful for supporting a state of flow.  

The studies reviewed in this section, although largely published in psychology 

rather than composition journals, are relevant for student writers because they show 

that, with conscious practice, students can activate portions of the brain conducive to 

different writing processes. Through mindfulness practice, writers can gain access to 

creative ideas (flow) and to executive function, helpful for switching between tasks, 

planning, and evaluation. Mindfulness, then, helps students take the driver’s seat and 

shift gears at will while writing.  

The ability to shift between different writing processes not only empowers 

students but should also produce a higher quality result. Recall that skilled writers are 

able to “shift between strategies according to task demands” (Beauvais, Olive, and 

Jean-Michel Passerault 425), and that it is important for writers to be able to shift 

“between macro and micro concerns in writing” (Lavelle and Zuercher 378). As 

Brown, Ryan, and Creswell explain, “in its fullest expression, the mindful mode of 

processing involves voluntary, fluid regulation of states of attention and awareness" 

(213).  Mindfulness, then, would seem to aid the work of the monitor, that part of the 

mind that Flower and Hayes have identified as controlling switches between writing 

processes. 
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The final way that mindfulness increases writers’ agency lies in its ability to 

make them conscious of their prejudices and more open to different perspectives. Or, 

to continue the driving metaphor, writers can become conscious of their maps (their 

current drafts and current ways of understanding the world) and learn to look at the 

territory, including other people (stopping to ask for directions) to update those maps.  

 
Editing Our Maps: Responding to the World 

As we have seen, when writers are driving (constructing texts), they are 

usually at least partially guided by their maps (existing beliefs). Students may stick to 

their maps because they are familiar. And since drivers can easily become adapted to 

using the same maps every day, these maps may quickly come to seem like the only 

reality. Also, since they are the writer’s own construction and are limited to the 

writer’s own perspective, they may not accurately depict the complexity of the world 

around them. Drivers need to recognize that the map is not the territory: they need to 

respond to the ever-changing world from moment to moment (e.g., a map will not tell 

you that a child is crossing the street). They need to understand that they cannot and 

need not rely on the same routes; they can explore new roads. When highly engaged 

and aware, they can be responsible, informed drivers who reap the benefits of 

exploring the world. From this place, drivers can constantly revise their maps and 

build new ones. 

To reiterate: writers need to understand that they are guided by the maps 

(beliefs) that they themselves construct, and that these maps are often limited in 
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perspective. Mindful awareness of both emotions and thinking can give students 

further insight into these prejudicial thought processes. Jason Lillis and Steven Hayes 

have demonstrated how mindfulness can help with this. The authors performed a study 

of 32 undergraduates in a multicultural psychology class. In addition to lectures and 

readings from a multicultural psychology textbook, students engaged in a 75-minute 

Acceptance and Commitment Training (ACT) (405). ACT integrates mindfulness by 

asking participants to do exercises that help them 

(a) to become mindfully aware of one’s own prejudicial thoughts and feelings 
and reactions, (b) to accept those thoughts and feelings as the natural result of 
learning and using language in a prejudicial society, (c) to notice the automatic 
processes of evaluation and judgment more generally, and (d) to orient to 
positive actions consistent with one’s own values regarding how to treat human 
beings. (397) 
 
Student participants were asked to observe their emotional responses as they 

were without trying to change them (398). The purpose of this exercise was to help 

students gain greater understanding of how their prejudicial thoughts and the emotions 

that accompany them arise out of habit and lack of self-awareness. Mindfulness brings 

self-awareness to the way that thoughts and feelings interact to form prejudice. It can 

“help writers 'avoid reactive attachment [to feelings and thoughts] . . . allow[ing] us to 

observe the contents of our consciousness rather than simply being absorbed by them’” 

(Hart as quoted in Wenger 36).  

In the mindfulness meditation I use, O’Neal similarly has us practice observing 

but not following or even believing our thoughts:  

Doing your best not to get caught by them [thoughts], but simply noticing their 
arising. Letting them arise, letting them pass away, as we continue to sit and 
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breathe, and be present. . . . And not grasping it, not clinging to any formation–
pleasant or unpleasant–not trying to force it to go away, or be changed. Simply 
letting it arise, and letting whatever arises in the next moment arise. As we sit, 
and breathe. Completely accepting, the movement of the mind, without being 
caught by it. As we sit, and breathe. (“Guided Sitting Meditation) 
 

Students learn an important lesson about how their beliefs and emotions mutually 

shape one another. The study on prejudice also underscores my earlier discussion 

about the importance of responding, rather than reacting, to emotion.  

What is unique about this mindfulness approach is that students are not asked 

merely to think about the content of their prejudiced thoughts. Instead, they are asked 

to step outside their habitual thoughts and ways of thinking and observe them with 

mindful awareness. It is important to note that we can expand our definition of 

prejudice to include any kind of habitual thoughts or reactions, not only prejudices 

about race, gender, class, sexuality, and so on, which most people associate with the 

word “prejudice.” As I mentioned in my anecdote, my narrow focus and fear fostered 

a prejudicial state of mind that made me resistant to my mother’s ideas. Students may 

similarly be prejudiced against their instructors when receiving feedback.  It is also 

important to recall that resistance to different perspectives arises from fear and narrow 

focus (Drake 284). As Lillis and Hayes explain, merely having students focus on the 

prejudiced content of their thoughts only induces guilt and is unlikely to result in 

either less prejudice or a deeper understanding of how prejudice happens (406). The 

authors argue that when working with prejudice, “it appears that changing the 

awareness of and relationship to negative thoughts may be more important in some 

instances than addressing their content [emphasis added]” (406). The results of the 
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study support this; students who participated in the ACT improved on prejudice-

relevant questionnaire items.  

Once students become aware that they tend to be guided by maps, they have 

the opportunity to reexamine these maps with fresh eyes. This is because mindfulness 

fosters beginner’s mind, a state in which we are able to observe something familiar as 

if we were observing it for the first time. Beginner’s mind can be an uncomfortable 

experience for writers; it is, after all, a process of being “defamiliarized [sic]; thrown 

off of balance” (Fontaine 218). In spite of this initial discomfort, however, Sheryl 

Fontaine encourages both writing instructors and students to practice beginner’s mind 

because it can be an exciting and rewarding experience. She quotes Shumryu Suzuki, 

author of Zen Mind, Beginner’s Mind: “The student and the teacher liberate 

themselves from the rules, sustaining and being sustained by the beginner’s mind, 

‘free from the habits of the expert, ready to accept, to doubt, and to open to all the 

possibilities” (221). In O’Neal’s guided meditation, he asks us to observe our breath 

with beginner’s mind, “Receiving in awareness each breath, as if it were the very first 

breath. Which in a very basic way, it is” (“Guided Sitting Meditation”). As we become 

more solid, anchored by the breath, O’Neal asks us to practice beginner’s mind with 

our emotions and thoughts: “Seeing if you can be present, as a fresh impulse arises, of 

one kind or another. A fresh formation of the mind blooms” (“Guided Sitting 

Meditation”). In other words, participants are asked to gain enough distance from their 

thoughts and emotions so that they can observe them from a somewhat detached 

perspective, rather then letting them mindlessly influence us. 
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When students practice distancing themselves and non-judgmentally observing 

their thoughts–their maps–they begin to see with beginner’s mind the moment-to-

moment things that are happening in the territory outside those maps. They notice new 

roads, new perspectives. The more students practice reexamining their maps with 

beginner’s mind and noticing the territory and all of its complexity, the more likely 

they are to write thoughtful, informed responses rather than automatic, uncritical 

reactions. As Brown, Ryan, and Creswell note, “the fuller awareness afforded by 

mindfulness facilitates more flexible, adaptive responses to events, and helps to 

minimize automatic, habitual, or impulsive reactions” (223).  

Less immersed in their own maps–their own perspectives–students can be 

enriched by tuning into their classroom community. Mindfulness meditation not only 

creates space for diverse ideas; it also activates that portion of the brain associated 

with compassion and with seeing oneself as part of a larger whole (Hölzel, Carmody, 

Vangel, Congleton, Yerramsetti, Gard, and Lazar 41). In her review of instructors 

from various disciplines who integrate mindfulness meditation into their courses, 

Mirabi Bush cites Harvard psychology professor Ellen Langer’s argument that 

mindful learning has three characteristics: “the continuous creation of new categories, 

openness to new information, and an implicit awareness of more than one perspective” 

(188). One instructor describes a student’s resistance to peer feedback and to ideas that 

contradicted his own viewpoints. Through mindfulness meditation practice, he learned 

not only to listen thoughtfully to others’ ideas but also to actively seek out 

perspectives that challenged his own (Wenger 36). During peer review day, for 
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instance, Mark chose a partner whose paper took an opposing view of his topic. If the 

map represents students’ current way of looking at the world–whether it is their first 

draft or their belief system–mindfulness meditation can help them add rich detail to 

their maps or create new ones altogether by opening their awareness to other 

perspectives.  

 In this element of agency, then, mindfulness meditation contributes to 

Berthoff’s call for a pedagogy of knowing in two ways. First, it offers a concrete way 

for students to engage their minds in a particular way. The composition instructor is 

not merely exhorting students to “be open-minded to your peers’ feedback and 

perspectives.” Rather, the instructor is providing students with a method which guides 

them to consciously nurture a highly engaged, open state of mind that will naturally 

embrace other ways of seeing their papers and the world. Second, mindfulness 

meditation encourages students to become conscious of their meaning-making 

processes–the co-construction of emotion and thought that form prejudiced and 

habitual ways of seeing the world. Such awareness is exactly what Berthoff describes 

in The Making of Meaning. She explains that the mind is always composing, always 

making meaning; the goal of the writing instructor is to help students raise their 

awareness of this meaning-making process (36). Mindfulness nurtures this awareness.  

 
CONCLUSION 

 
 

 In Chapter I, I described three elements that diminish students’ agency while 

writing: being controlled by one’s fear (emotion in the driver’s seat), getting stuck in 
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one writing process (unable to change gears), and writing from the limited perspective 

of one’s own prejudices (one’s map). Underlying these elements is students’ common 

belief that they cannot control these aspects of their writing experience, that their 

abilities and approaches are inherent, fixed traits. I explained further that in order to 

address these problems of agency, we need a concrete method that avoids a pedagogy 

of exhortation. In this chapter, I lay out such a method. I began by offering a concept 

for addressing students’ misguided beliefs: teaching them about the existence of 

neuroplasticity. This concept creates an important foundation and perhaps motivation 

for students to practice taking advantage of their brains’ plasticity through mindfulness 

meditation, a powerful tool for achieving agency.  

 Mindfulness practice, I have argued, can help put students back in the driver’s 

seat when difficult emotions such as fear arise. In fact, mindfulness transforms 

emotions from overpowering barriers to useful tools for making meaning. Different 

kinds of mindfulness meditation also help students who tend to get stuck in one gear–

one writing process. Through mindfulness, students can practice multiple types of 

thinking and their associated processes, such as executive function for planning and 

reviewing or flow for generating creative pieces. Finally, mindfulness helps students 

recognize that when they drive–when they write–they should not rely blindly on their 

existing maps of the world as sources of navigation. Instead, they should attend to the 

territory around them, recognizing and responding to multiple perspectives from 

moment to moment. They should learn to observe their own perspectives (maps) and 

those of others (the territory) with beginner’s mind. Thus, brain literacy and 
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mindfulness offer students a way to practice agency in the writing classroom and 

beyond. 

In Chapter III, the final chapter, I will review the implications of my findings 

by exploring how mindfulness, both in concept and practice, supports the kind of 

socially responsible composition pedagogies called for by feminist scholars. I will 

argue that seeing students’ writing experiences in terms of agency productively 

reframes how we understand and evaluate student engagement and writing. Finally, I 

will offer questions for future areas of research.    
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Chapter III 

 
 

MINDFULNESS AS A FOUNDATION FOR A SOCIALLY  
RESPONSIBLE FEMINIST PEDAGOGY 

 
 

Mindfulness is based on the belief that emotion and thought, mind and body 

are not separate. Mindfulness meditation is in fact a practice of raising our awareness 

of the connection between the body and mind. It is also a practice of bringing 

awareness, in a respectful manner, to one’s embodied experience, including one’s 

emotions. Finally, mindfulness is also a practice of recognizing the inseparable 

connection between thought and emotion. In these ways, as I will show, mindfulness 

addresses two dangerous dichotomies obstructive to agency: mind-body and emotion-

logic. Feminist scholars have long discussed these harmful dichotomies and the need 

to dissolve them. 

Instructors and feminists encounter a “maze of dualisms” in the composition 

classroom: “nature/culture, mind/body, fact/fiction, real/artificial, theory/praxis, 

objectivity/subjectivity [and] order/disorder” (Finke 5). Emotional writing or writing 

that includes references to emotion has long been considered inferior to writing that 

emphasizes “rationality.” As Jarratt argues, this idea emerged from a long history that 

placed emotion and logic in a binary relationship, wherein women were associated 

with emotion and men with logic, thus privileging what she calls “masculinist 

discourses” (114).  
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Proponents of this masculinist view see emotion as antithetical to, and 

disruptive of, rational thought (Tomlinson 43). Furthermore, this argument associates 

rationality with the discernment of truth (Sabrosky 35), while emotions are seen as 

“dumb” (Stenburg 352) or mysterious and magical (Roszak and Roszak 79). The 

belief that emotion is a threat to rational thought and the association of emotion with 

women has resulted in and justified the oppression of women. In many cultures the 

emotional woman has been viewed as something dangerous that needed to be 

controlled (Landes, Feminism, the Public and the Private 16). Positivism, which 

privileges logical, scientific methods of gaining knowledge over intuitive or 

introspective methods, gained popularity in the early nineteenth century. From this 

perspective, women’s emotionality is a threat to rational thought and therefore to 

scientific progress. With its drive to gain scientific knowledge through public 

discourse, positivism banished the “emotional” woman to the private realm so as not 

to taint this process (23). “Emotional” women have thus been viewed as having both 

too little reason and too much power (because they lack discipline) (Lutz 77). This 

view justifies men’s dismissal and control of women because of their assumed 

emotionality (70).  

In public realms such as schools and businesses, the expression of feelings 

continues to be deemed inappropriate. For example, needs, especially emotional needs, 

are largely ignored by teachers in the classroom (Fisher 69). Students of corporate 

culture have identified a set of rules for displaying emotions appropriate to the modern 

organization. For instance, employees are instructed to exert control over emotions 
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such as anger and express them only in a disciplined manner to the right person, for 

the right purpose (Kramer and Hess 70). 

Moreover, theories that claimed to dissolve the emotion/logic dichotomy 

(primarily designed by men) nevertheless continued to privilege rationality. For 

example, in ancient Greece, Aristotle viewed emotions as essentially rational in origin 

(Stenburg 353). Mary Wollstonecraft, an influential feminist thinker of the early 

eighteenth century, told women that they too could reach perfection through rational 

thought (Landes, Women in the Public Sphere 73). Similarly, in the 1980s, 

Habarmas’s theory of communicative action acknowledged the influence of emotion 

and granted that completely rational objectivity was unattainable. Nevertheless, he 

continued to posit rationality as the ideal (74).  

Even feminist literature on feminist discourse, while valuing emotion, can 

perpetuate the emotion/logic binary, which associates women with emotionality and 

men with rationality (Zembylas and Fendler 55). The feminist writer Clara Junker, for 

example, contrasts male phallogocentric writing with feminine writing, known as 

écriture féminine. She describes phallogocentric language as linear, rational, and 

objective while écriture féminine, emerges from the body and is subjective (426).  

In addition to supporting the emotion/logic binary, several feminist authors 

attempt to disassociate women from emotionality altogether. For instance, Andrea 

Greenbaum insists that teachers teach female students 

not to do what they are socially constructed to do–to yield, concede, make nice, 
smooth egos, avoid friction, take on the emotional work–but to push, assert, 
insist, remove emotionality and position themselves as authoritatively as 
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possible in order to become critical thinkers, speakers, and writers, fully 
capable of meeting the demands of a democratic society. (60) 
 

Sheri Stenburg also argues that women need to completely disassociate themselves 

from emotionality. Although women, especially teachers, are expected to manage their 

students’ emotions, they are dismissed as inherently irrational just for being women. 

Confronted with this paradox, many women have actively suppressed emotional 

expression in public arenas (353).   

Since the late twentieth century, however, several feminist scholars of writing 

and pedagogy seem to have truly resolved the emotion/logic binary. They argue that 

writing, which has traditionally been viewed as a medium exclusively for logical, 

agonistic discourse, can and should include emotional expression. For instance, bell 

hooks dismisses the mind/body split altogether and instead insists that teachers “must 

practice being vulnerable in the classroom, being wholly present in mind, body, and 

spirit (21).  

From this perspective, thought and emotion are seen as interdependent and 

complimentary. In her “Politics of Location,” for instance, Adrienne Rich argues that 

ignoring our emotions in fact warps reason and inhibits action: “A movement for 

change lives in our feelings, actions and words. Whatever circumscribes or mutilates 

our feelings makes it more difficult to act, keeps our actions reactive, repetitive: 

abstract thinking, narrow tribal loyalties, every kind of self-righteousness; the 

arrogance of believing ourselves at the center” (75). Mindfulness meditation, a 

practice of raising our awareness of emotion and habitual thought patterns, 
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discourages such circumvention of feeling and habitual reactivity. Mindfulness also 

asks us to expand our awareness of others (Hölzel, Carmody, Vangel, Congleton, 

Yerramsetti, Gard, and Lazar 41), discouraging the kind of egocentrism described by 

Rich.  

Both instructors and students have traditionally been taught to censure their 

emotions during writing, what Susan Griffin describes as sealing off access to our 

interior worlds (312). When students and instructors operate from a paradigm that 

separates the mind from the body and logic from emotion, agency is compromised 

because the body and emotion are viewed as less than and suppressed. We cannot have 

agency when we are cut off from our embodied experience–a core part of our knowing 

and being in the world. And, as discussed in Chapter II, when we ignore them, our 

emotions (such as fear) color our perceptions without our awareness; we are not in the 

driver’s seat. Unacknowledged fear also disempowers us by keeping us stuck in one 

way of thinking, one writing process, or one perspective. Feminist authors ask us to 

stop censuring the emotions and the body and to recognize the connection between 

emotion and logic, body and mind.  

Mindfulness offers a concept and a concrete method for challenging both of 

these dichotomies, thus supporting a socially responsible/feminist pedagogy that 

promotes agency. To discuss how mindfulness addresses these dichotomies, I will 

compare it with Crick’s work, which also addresses the problem of the body-mind and 

emotion-logic splits. Crick cites John Dewey, who reframed the expressivist/ 

constructivist discussion by discarding both the expressivist notion of a stable agent 
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and the constructivist notion of a stable discourse. Both expressivists and 

constructivists view agency as residing in their respective stable entities, resulting in 

unsatisfactory definitions of agency:  

What Dewey terms the isolation of “the community of selves from natural 
existence” refers to the metaphysical separation of individuals from their social 
environment. In other words, since there is no clear and “natural” interaction 
between self, society, and experience, both the processes of community 
formation and individualization becomes something “unnatural,” and therefore 
inexplicable. (265)  
                                                                                       
Crick argues that the post-modern view of agency, which depends on a mind-

body split, ironically reinscribes the social oppression that it attempts to solve (266). 

Crick proposes a model that, like Dewey’s, discards the categories created by the 

expressivists and constructivists and embraces aspects of both. Grounded in Dewey’s 

pragmatism, this model posits an integration of the body and mind, what Dewey calls 

“body-mind” (269). Crick explains that the body-mind model transforms the mind into 

a verb rather than a stable entity, which resists deterministic portrayals of it as shaped 

exclusively either by a pre-existing self or external social constructions. This shift 

from stability to fluidity is revolutionary because it portrays the mind as an ongoing 

process of change and creation that communicates with the body and with others 

socially (272). Such a model, in addition to contributing to the expressivist/ 

constructivist discussion, also provides an important contribution to feminists’ 

discussions because it challenges the oppressive body-mind dichotomy that threatens 

agency in the composition classroom.  
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Mindfulness complements such a model through its basic belief that the body 

and mind are one. This is why most mindfulness meditations emphasize a body-mind 

connection and body awareness. In O’Neal’s meditation, for instance, he says “The 

breath is always available as our anchor to the present moment: to the truth of body 

and mind in this moment” (“Guided Sitting Meditation”). He later reminds us, “Body 

and mind together. Breath by breath, moment by moment” (“Guided Sitting 

Meditation”). Through conscious practice, students engaging in mindfulness 

meditation not only receive the message that the body and mind are not separate; they 

actually practice becoming aware of the connection between the two within 

themselves. 

Observing the connection between the body and the mind honors, rather than 

suppresses, students’ embodied experiences. Crick explains that conceiving of the 

mind as “body-mind” gives prominence to our embodied experiences, which “acquire 

form and meaning only through the ongoing practice of artistic expression, reflection, 

revision, and communication” (272). In the writing classroom, students have an 

excellent opportunity to write about what it is like to practice mindfulness meditation. 

This includes writing about what it is like to bring their awareness to all aspects of 

their experience, including what their bodies felt, what emotions came up, and so on. 

Students’ embodied experiences are not ignored in favor of emotionally removed 

writing. They also understand that when they are writing and critiquing arguments, 

they must become aware of how emotion can make them resistant to different 

perspectives from moment to moment. Furthermore, mindfulness asks students to be 
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aware of and tend to their own emotions, which discourages them from expecting 

female instructors to take on this roll, a problem described by Greenbaum (60). 

In order to find agency we must bring our awareness to both language and the 

emotions that interact with meaning and language: “we must pay equal attention to the 

craftsmanship of language and the emotions that drive self-expression and self-

creation” (Crick 273). In other words, to find true agency we must challenge the 

emotion-logic split. Mindfulness also challenges this split. As described in Chapter II, 

Lillis and Hayes’ study of mindfulness and prejudice demonstrates how students 

practicing mindfulness can observe the active co-construction of language and 

emotion. Being aware that being fully conscious of meaning making necessitates 

becoming aware of emotion throws a completely new light on emotion. It is no longer 

viewed as less-than because it threatens logic; it is viewed as a necessary part of logic 

and thought. Beyond seeing emotion and logic as intertwined, mindfulness encourages 

us to see emotion as a source of creativity and ideas (Wenger 28). Here again, 

emotion–something that is often associated with women–is not looked down on or 

suppressed, but is valued in the composition classroom. It becomes a tool for agency 

rather than a means of suppressing students. 

  
REFRAMING STUDENTS AND THEIR WRITING 

 
 

Within a socially responsible feminist pedagogy, instructors and students can 

learn to see themselves and their writing in a more holistic, productive way. As you 

will recall from Chapter I, when students practice agency, they are also exhibiting 
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those skills characteristic of “good” or “skilled” writers. And, when they practice 

agency, they can achieve deep approaches to writing: they are highly engaged and 

personally invested in making meaning. Understanding the connection between 

students’ agency and their level of engagement as well as the quality of their writing 

changes how we see our students and their work.  

Understanding that students can develop agency by learning about their brain’s 

plasticity and practicing mindfulness can help us rethink labels such as “unskilled” or 

“poor.” As I argued in Chapter I, these labels are problematic because they assume a 

certain level of fixedness. They do not teach students that their skills and ability to 

produce “good” writing can be accessed with reasonable effort if they foster a mindful 

mental state. Like Berthoff’s pedagogy of knowing, this new way of framing students’ 

writing assumes that they often have the necessary skills within them already–they 

lack only the tools to access them.  

When instructors read students’ papers, they must move beyond evaluating 

whether they are skilled/unskilled, poor/good; rather, we should ask whether our 

students are experiencing agency in their writing. Are they connecting to their dormant 

skill sets? If not, how can they implement mindfulness practices to help them? The 

same is true when we evaluate students’ levels of engagement. Instead of assuming 

that some students simply do not care, we should ask whether they are lacking agency, 

and why. Then, again, we can and should help them discover their agency through 

mindfulness and meditation.  
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We can still use traditional grading protocols–it is valuable to evaluate a 

student paper’s level or organization, clarity of expression, mechanics, and so forth. 

Understanding students and their writing from a framework of agency, however, 

suggests that we might offer both feedback and guidance that reminds students that 

they can use mindfulness meditation as a tool for helping them improve their writing 

approach. Instructors can add mindfulness meditation to their own toolbox of 

suggestions, such as drills and articles to help students understand and become skilled 

at different writing processes.   

Just as instructors can reframe students and their writing in terms of agency, so 

can students. As described earlier, many students enter our classes with a poor writing 

identity. They believe that they are not creative, not good at organizing ideas, not good 

at switching between writing processes. When combined with negative feedback from 

instructors, it is easy to see how this identity results in frustration, disengagement, and 

difficulty in producing quality pieces of writing. If students are aware that their brains 

are not static, but plastic entities, and if they use mindfulness as a tool for fostering 

states of mind conducive to the necessary writing tasks, they are likely to have a much 

more empowering writing experience.  

Mindfulness will not make students perfectly fluid in their writing processes, 

and they will probably continue to experience fear and frustration. Mindfulness 

meditation, however, fosters calm self-awareness, helping students’ to respond to 

whatever the writing experience brings up. It helps interrupt they cycle of fear, 

narrow-focus, and struggle that often marks the writing process. It can remind students 
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that even if they struggle with a particular process, or find that they are stuck in one 

kind of process, they can always choose whether they will respond or react to this 

experience. Such a practice should further a different kind of cycle: one that reinforces 

students’ belief that they have agency by letting them experience it through 

mindfulness. When integrated with mindfulness, evaluation and reflection can be done 

in a socially responsible/feminist manner, one that is not blind to students’ embodied 

dimensions such as emotion. When given from this place of broader understanding, 

instructors’ feedback is more likely to be beneficial.   

 
BRAIN LITERACY AND MINDFULNESS SUPPORT PERSONAL  

AND SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY 
 
 

 Integrating mindfulness and meditation in the classroom is socially responsible 

and feminist because it challenges the body-mind and emotion-logic splits and values 

students’ emotions and embodied experiences, furthering agency in all of the ways 

discussed above and in Chapter II. Bringing brain literacy and mindfulness into the 

classroom also supports a paradigm based on personal and social responsibility. 

Mindfulness asks us to take responsibility for our awareness, and the “meditative 

tradition” also asks the student to set an intention for learning (Garretson 56). One 

instructor encourages mindful intentions with the following prompts: “Think about 

why you are here. What are your intentions as a college student, as a student of 

philosophy, as a reader? A writer?” (56). After asking them to reflect on their 

intentions, the instructor checks in with their students, asking them to evaluate their 
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commitment to them. Asking students to set and then to be mindful of their own 

intentions places responsibility for learning largely on the students, rather than solely 

on the instructor.  

Both brain literacy (students learning about neuroplasticity) and mindfulness 

help students move from seeing power largely as external to something within their 

control. Without the knowledge of neuroplasticity, students will assume that their 

abilities are fixed traits. Their only hope of control, from this vantage point, is to avoid 

the writing assignments they struggle with. When students know what their brains are 

capable of, however, they can begin to look inside for ways to modify their attention, 

behavior, and so on, to succeed in writing. Mindfulness, too, helps students locate 

power internally. As Brown, Ryan, and Creswell explain, “a more mindful disposition 

[led] to more autonomous motivation for day-to-day behavior even when that meant 

overriding an implicit, or automatic tendency to associate the self with control by 

internal or external forces (i.e., low autonomy)” (224). In other words, mindfulness 

helps writers locate those aspects of their experience that they can control.  

As we have seen, mindfulness asks us to become self-aware–of our emotions, 

thoughts, and so on. At the same time, mindfulness practice includes bringing 

presence and responsiveness to those around us. It is not difficult to believe that 

mindfulness supports writing: instructors often ask their students to be aware of their 

audience and various other aspects of the rhetorical situation. But mindfulness goes 

beyond asking writers to be aware of their audience. It asks them to be present and 

even empathetic with their audience, including their peers.  
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While mindfulness requires tuning in responsively to those around us, in 

today’s classroom it must often compete with students’ dependence on technologies 

such as social media and texting. Most educators are familiar with the struggle to get 

their students off their cell phones and laptops. Kroll (mentioned above) recognized 

the relationship between students’ use of technology and their level of mental presence. 

He describes students as constantly multitasking (e.g., using social media while 

talking to a friend) and being mentally non-present: “In class, they appear to be 

somewhere else, in the next moment” (72). Given their practice of non-presence, Kroll 

states, it is not surprising that many students are not engaged in the writing classroom 

as students or civically as citizens. Instructors, too, can be similarly non-present with 

their students.  

Kroll utilizes mindfulness to encourage students to tune in, to be present, for 

mindfulness is very much about being present. As Jon Kabat-Zinn, Professor of 

Medicine Emeritus and founding director of the Stress Reduction Clinic and the 

Center for Mindfulness in Medicine, Health Care, and Society, puts it: “It has 

everything to do with waking up and living in harmony with oneself and with the 

world. It has to do with examining who we are, with questioning our view of the world 

and our place in it, and with cultivating some appreciation for the fullness of each 

moment we are alive. Most of all, it has to do with being in touch” (Kabat-Zinn 3 as 

quoted in Kroll 72-73). This mindful attitude of presence and respect also applies to 

students’ relationships to writing activities and assignments (Garretson 57). Since 
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mindfulness asks us to bring respect and presence to everything we do, it surely 

translates to other classrooms and into all realms of students’ and instructors’ lives.  

 
QUESTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 

 
 

The findings of this study suggest several important areas for future research. 

Researchers can further test the arguments put forth in this thesis: 

• Brain literacy can increase students’ agency by dispelling their beliefs 

about fixed writing abilities. 

• Mindfulness supports Flower and Hayes’s “monitor” through executive 

function. 

• Mindfulness encourages students to seek and embrace multiple 

perspectives during writing.  

• Mindfulness supports awareness of and movement between subject 

positions 

Researchers can also explore the theoretical conversations between feminist writings 

and mindfulness. Very few studies exist to date documenting the use of mindfulness in 

the writing classroom. Such studies can deepen our understanding of mindfulness’s 

known benefits and perhaps reveal new ones. Such studies could also present and test 

specific pedagogical methods for integrating mindfulness in the composition 

classroom. Such areas of research are both exciting and important because they deal 

with agency. And what is more important than students and instructors being 



58 
 

 

empowered during the writing process, a process of constructing and deconstructing 

meaning?  
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Endnote 
                                                

i These categorizations have been criticized because they are based on a 
“'subject-observing-object'” orientation that does not acknowledge “non-dual 
awareness, open awareness or open presence” styles of meditation. With this kind of 
awareness, participants can be simultaneously aware of multiple dimensions of their 
experience at once, not just objects in their environment (Tang, Rothbart, and Posner 
332).  
 


