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Abstract 

 

In this article we will share the impact of mindfulness pedagogy on students in a short-
term study abroad course in South Africa. During a one-month program for undergraduate 
and graduate students, we implemented an explicit critical contemplative pedagogy (Kauf-
man, 2017) that included daily mindfulness exercises and reflective journaling as a path 
to increase student consciousness toward embodied social justice. The curriculum focused 
on cultivating presence, ensuring well-being, and engaging in conscious social change as 
developed through mindfulness. Study abroad participants created space for transfor-
mation by taking time to apply and reflect on their learning in real life contexts (Elliott, 
2023). This critical contemplative curriculum and explicit mindfulness approach to expe-
riential learning while examining systemic racism and post-apartheid dynamics in South 
Africa was powerful. In this article, we describe the curriculum we developed, the pre-
travel orientation and post-travel debriefings, the mindfulness practices we used and ex-
cerpts from student journal reflections. Our goal is to empower educators to integrate sim-
ilar wellness strategies into experiential learning experiences in a relevant and meaningful 
way; one that leads to increased understanding of the self as an individual and representa-
tive of their societies and “Others” (Delpit, 2006). 
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Introduction 

By design, study abroad and international studies programs aim to expand college students’ ex-
posure to the world around them, with a goal of increasing cultural competence and broadening 
capacity for global leadership. However, many programs do not stress the importance of examin-
ing one’s own biases and subjectivities while observing and experiencing difference in the world. 
Because of this, program participants run the risk of allowing unexamined stereotypes and biased 
thinking rooted in capitalist white supremacy culture to shape their observations and experiences 
with people from other cultures. In many cases, this mindset leads to deficit model thinking and 
the adoption of a savior complex among those who visit developing countries, especially those in 
Africa. Recent evolutions of the conventional study abroad model have begun to incorporate crit-
ical contemplative pedagogies to help students engage with the world from a mindset of respect, 
empathy, compassionate right action, and collective well-being. In this approach, mindfulness (in-
cluding breathwork and self-awareness) is the primary contemplative practice used to increase 
intercultural competence and drive conscious social change.  
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The short-term study abroad program discussed was hosted at a university designated as an 
Hispanic Serving Institution with 55% of the student population identifying itself as students of 
color, with 40% of those identifying as Hispanic/Latino, 10% international students, and more than 
40% first-generation students. The university has a strong commitment to diversity and places a 
high priority on creating an environment that supports the growth and success of underrepresented 
and underserved populations. This reality made our mindfulness component particularly salient in 
the short-term study abroad experience to South Africa. Because of the history of apartheid, and 
historical political and social oppression, we believed our students would benefit from conscious 
attention to these disparities. There were three faculty members who supported the experience. 
The lead faculty member was a White professor with expertise in curriculum and experience trav-
eling in South Africa. A second education faculty member, a Black professor, held expertise in the 
arts and in stress management. Our third faculty member, “Dr. Niki,” was our mindfulness expert. 
Dr. Niki, also Black, led regular mindfulness sessions. Dr. Niki’s expertise lies in building heart-
centered connections for educators to advance equity for children and families. She teaches Em-
bodied Equity for Educators and Helping Professionals for the Polyvagal Institute. Our student 
group included ten undergraduate and graduate students, including seven aspiring K-12 teachers, 
who chose this particular study abroad experience to explore systemic racism with the goal of 
transformation. As indicated in the Participant Data, students represented a diverse range of ages, 
with differing paths of study. 

Participant Data 

Name Age Area of Study Student Status 

Kaitlyn 19 education undergraduate 

Kira 23 education undergraduate 

Taylor 20 education undergraduate 

Carla 19 criminal studies undergraduate 

Noelle 20 education undergraduate 

Jacques 18 business undergraduate 

Lucy 42 early childhood ed graduate 

Jordan 20 education undergraduate 
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Nadja 30 education graduate 

Melody 20 photography undergraduate 

 

The travel course took place in January 2019 as a 4-week intensive cultural immersion. The 
course was cross listed as an undergraduate/graduate honors education course titled Experiencing 
an International Culture: A Look into History, Culture, and Education in South Africa. It was the 
first time the course was offered and there was no previously established protocol. This facilitated 
freedom and flexibility in designing the course. The specific course goals were: 

● Develop mindfulness practices to support their cultural immersion experience. 
● Utilize multigenre research and journaling as tools for intrapersonal growth. 
● Examine mindfulness practices as a social change mechanism. Focus on cultivating pres-

ence, ensuring well-being, and engaging in conscious social change as developed through 
mindfulness. 
 
Mindfulness has emerged as an effective tool for advancing personal well-being and a 

reflective consciousness in education. The mindfulness approach utilized in this study was framed 
by Jon Kabat-Zinn (2004), a leading scholar in the field of secular mindfulness. His approach is 
one that trains practitioners to pay attention, with focused intention, to what is happening in the 
present moment without judgment. This idea of learning to focus attention and observe things that 
normally operate below the level of our conscious awareness are essential skills for educators to 
possess.  

There are two types of mindfulness practices that are extremely beneficial in supporting 
aspiring teachers, and others, in learning to become aware of unconscious and systemic bias and 
their impact on public schooling outcomes. First, teaching focused attention mindfulness (Jen-
nings, 2015) practices helps educators develop an inward focus that helps them become more 
aware of their inner state.  Using international travel to South Africa as a context where the envi-
ronment and people are unfamiliar gives study abroad students a great opportunity to learn to turn 
within, examine their inner state, and to build the capacity and awareness that's needed to regulate 
their nervous systems when they feel triggered by people and experiences that they've been so-
cialized to fear or perceive as an unfamiliar other (Parker, 2020). This is where mindfulness prac-
tices such as breathwork, mind-body somatic awareness, and other self-monitoring skills support 
inner resilience to build more flexibility in the nervous system. These skills ideally increase the 
capacity for more positive, pro-social encounters with people from different countries. Building 
mindfulness skills that support inward focus through the study abroad experience can enhance a 
lifetime of professional skills. These skills offer a tremendous advantage especially to teachers 
from the dominant culture who may have limited exposure to people of different cultures due to 
living in segregated communities in the United States. 

The second type of mindfulness skill that was developed through the program is referred 
to as open monitoring, or open focus mindfulness (Jennings, 2015). This involves developing a 
practice of scanning or observing one’s larger environment with new awareness, without judg-
ment. The idea of suspending judgment allows participants to build a set of skills that enables 
them to see beyond their known world, beyond the stereotypes that guide their perceptions. As a 
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result, open focus mindfulness opens them to fresh perspectives and expands their ways of know-
ing beyond their existing cultural frames. They can begin to notice the differences in culture, the 
nuances in how people of other cultures communicate, and to observe them with a sense of curi-
osity and wonder instead of immediately jumping to stereotypes or comparing them as being in-
ferior to the dominant western cultural norms. This practice of open focus mindfulness helps ex-
pand the participant’s lens to take in and to experience things that stretched them beyond their 
known boundaries and perceptions of reality. A trip to South Africa was especially relevant for 
developing open focus skills because the mindfulness practices allow students to engage with 
systemic racism as it can be observed in the post-apartheid South Africa. Through paying attention 
with open awareness, students were able to observe the stark contrast between the major city areas 
of Johannesburg and Cape Town, as compared with the segregated townships. They were then 
able to relate this disparity of economic opportunity and systemic racism and isolation to similar 
dynamics that exist in the United States, but are much less noticeable to them as a part of their 
own daily lived reality. By being mindfully aware of those dynamics within a cross-cultural con-
text, it becomes easier for the students to connect to those equal dynamics of systemic racism and 
segregation that impact the quality of public education in the United States. 

Critical Contemplative Pedagogy in Study Abroad 

 

In Pedagogy of the Oppressed, Freire (1970) established the foundations of critical peda-
gogy. He asserted that critical pedagogy ensures student learning should empower them to criti-
cally examine, and challenge established social structures. Additionally, in Teaching to Trans-
gress, hooks (1994) emphasized the need to create safe environments for students and to encour-
age them to challenge dominant ideologies, furthering the idea of education being necessarily 
critical. With origins in Buddhism, another approach to teaching and learning is contemplative 
pedagogy, which encourages deep learning through focused attention and reflection (Roth, 2006). 
In Critical Contemplative Pedagogy (2017), Kaufman emphasizes the integration of mindfulness, 
critical pedagogy, and personal reflection, providing a framework for nourishing engaged and so-
cially conscious citizens. 

Study abroad experiences, especially short-term study abroad experiences, are a natural fit 
for Kaufman’s synthesis of critical pedagogy and contemplative pedagogy. Gudykunst (1979), 
argues that short term study abroad generally provides an incomplete experience with little oppor-
tunity for changed attitudes because of a lack of meaningful interactions with locals. Students who 
interact more with the local community demonstrate stronger gains in intercultural competence 
(Vande Berg et al., 2009). Therefore, we believe an intentional approach to generating meaningful 
interactions with local communities and purposeful reflections on experiences is essential for max-
imizing the impact of short-term study abroad. This critical and contemplative emphasis is even 
more essential in a country such as South Africa, where post-apartheid racial inequities and eco-
nomic disparities are still so present. 

The study abroad experience we designed incorporated all five of Kaufman’s dimensions 
of contemplative critical pedagogy (2017). Dimension one is establishing a foundation of nondu-
ality. We established a community value of nonduality, in that we did not position ourselves as 
experts.  Instead, we made a conscious effort to ensure equal respect among all participants. The 
faculty and the students, as well as in-country hosts and guides, were considered equals. Our ex-
periential lens was not that of saviors nor as simple observers, but of travelers sharing lives and 
cultures. Dimension two is promoting awareness of interdependence. We emphasized our commu-
nity, not our individual selves. We designed experiences beyond tourism, though we did visit some 
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more typical tourist sites as well. We attended a two-day academic conference at a prominent 
university. We also went to the homes of locals and immersed ourselves in local businesses. This 
allowed us to feel authentically connected to those living the experiences with us. Dimension three 
encourages the concept of impermanence, that we are all empowered to effect change and be active 
in eradicating oppression. This dimension was at the core of the selection of South Africa as the 
country for our study abroad. The history of inequality and oppression is transparent in South 
Africa. The conversations about injustice and inequality, and reparations despite lingering dispar-
ity, flowed freely. We felt engaging our students in this environment would allow them to build 
critical skills to address social inequalities within and beyond their home regions.  

The mindfulness approach to our study abroad ensured intentionality, Kaufman’s fourth 
dimension. In morning meetings, the participants would speak openly and consciously about being 
intentional as we experienced the wonders of another culture. Finally, the fifth-dimension grounds 
the political with the personal. Pre-departure intercultural training has a positive relationship with 
intercultural learning outcomes (Paras, et al., 2019). During pre-departure and throughout the trip, 
we regularly discussed how personal experiences and passions can expand to anti-oppressive ac-
tions. We created journal prompts that led students to reflect on their power to impact their world.  
 
Student Reflectivity and Intentionality During Pre-Departure Orientation 

 

Most of our students had never traveled internationally before. We knew we would need to guide 
the participants carefully throughout the experience to ensure the study abroad was meaningful. 
At the opening of the experience, we were pleased with the apparent open-mindedness of the par-
ticipants. We were also cautious that there may be some degree of naivete.  

To establish the framework of our program, we designed an intentional pre-departure ori-
entation. Recognizing that pre-departure intercultural training has a positive relationship with in-
tercultural learning outcomes (Paras, et al., 2019), we created activities to encourage students to 
begin to critically examine their own social dynamics, e.g. the notions of difference, power and 
subjectivity, so they could understand the implications of entering another/different set of cultural 
dynamics. We had students complete readings and view films (Appendix A) that gave them a 
general understanding of difference and a basic understanding of our host country. We asked them 
to begin to consider how their own dispositions could enhance their learning experience.  

We reviewed the logistics of the travel experience, safety guidelines, handling money, 
rooming and clothing expectations, course expectations and other important details. We met over 
a digital platform with our in-country hosts to enhance students’ sense of familiarity. In addition, 
we hosted guest speakers who had recently traveled to South Africa to preview what students 
could expect and to answer student questions. One guest speaker in particular encouraged the 
students to frame their perceptions as wonderings instead of judgements. He told them they would 
come across cultural situations that were different and had the potential to be uncomfortable. He 
explained they would see socioeconomic disparity that may initially shock or surprise them. How-
ever, he provided them with a tool to gather self-awareness and frame cultural differences as won-
ders rather than judgments. He encouraged them to say, “I wonder why…” or “I wonder how…” 
when they encountered differences.  

While all of the pre-departure presentations were impactful, the most powerful component 
of our orientation was establishing a shared understanding of mindfulness and building practical 
mindfulness practices. This work was led throughout the trip by Dr. Niki, who specializes in mind-
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body wellness in PK-16 education. Dr. Niki served as a clinical professor of education and neuro-
diversity.  In addition to her faculty role, she has earned certifications to teach Kundalini yoga, 
clinical breathwork, and secular mindfulness. Over the past 20 years, she has integrated these 
mind-body approaches in her work with students and teachers to support social-emotional learning 
and wellbeing in the classroom. 

Contemplative mindfulness practices such as meditation, visualization and clinical breath-
work formed a significant part of the pre-departure training students received from Dr. Niki. These 
practices were also implemented on a daily basis during the trip to help students remain present 
throughout the program, to manage triggers, and to notice when stereotypes emerged in their think-
ing. Our work was grounded in the use of mindfulness for racial justice (Magee, 2019), and mind-
fulness for effective leadership across social differences (Steidel, 2018). Because our travel group 
consisted of individuals who were considering careers in education, she also provided a foundation 
in the principles and applications of mindfulness for teachers (Jennings, 2015).  

While awareness of self and others and the ability to settle oneself to remain in the present 
moment are valuable skills, we also recognized that students needed more specific preparation on 
the embodied aspects of mindfulness in order to integrate both the body and the mind in the travel 
experience, especially when triggering experiences might emerge. For this reason, our foundation 
of preparation included an introduction to polyvagal theory - the idea of cultivating felt-safety 
within the body through the nervous system (Porges, 2011).1 Dr. Niki also provided specific train-
ing in trauma-informed breathwork as taught through the Breath-Body-Mind program (Brown and 
Gerbarg, 2012). Together, these practices provided a strong foundation and sense of awareness 
that allowed participants to engage in the travel program with new eyes, an open heart, a settled 
nervous system, and a receptive spirit to connect with the people of South Africa. 

During the pre-departure orientation, students completed journal reflections based on 
thoughtfully designed prompts (Appendix B). Personal growth goals and journal reflections af-
firmed that the pre-departure orientation equipped the students with concepts and practices of 
mindfulness that they intended to use. Examples of student reflectivity were powerful. 

In his pre-departure goals, Jacques, an undergraduate business major, detailed his inten-
tions to be mindful:  

 
Through this trip I will work toward a sense of citizenship through increased mindfulness, 
greater appreciation toward the daily struggles of marginalized groups, and better defining 
my own identity. [I will utilize] the many benefits of mindful living; highlighting the trait 
of equanimity, or displaying a stable mind in spite of chaotic surroundings. This key trait 
will aid in my understanding and interpretation of South African culture and its people. 
With increased mindfulness, I will be able to approach the unavoidable culture shock to 
which I will encounter with a stable mind. 

Jordan, an experienced traveler, wrote about her intentions to master and use the box breath in real 
time settings. 

 
1. Polyvagal theory offers a framework for understanding how the human nervous system’s capacity for social 

engagement is intricately connected to a bodily experience of felt safety. It provides a trauma-informed rationale for 
establishing safe connections as a necessary foundation for the brain to engage the body in healing, learning, and 
bonding. 
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[Dr. Niki] taught us the box breath as a way to practice mindfulness and showed us how 
our sympathetic and parasympathetic nervous systems connect and affect our brain. Cur-
rently, I’ve been using the box breath to help me stay calm, but it’s not a practice I do often 
enough where I have mastered it. In fact, I usually forget that I know about the box breath 
until I’m already removed from the situation. A goal I have is to better practice my breath-
ing so I can lower my anxiety about unfamiliar settings. 
 

Lucy, an adult graduate student, explained her desire to be reflective and to use mindfulness to 
broaden her perspectives and reduce her experiences of tension around cultural differences. 
 

As a human being, I need to see myself as a part of global citizenship. Everyone I meet 
during my travels has the same human rights and deserves equity in social justice. My goals 
through this travel opportunity are to become more aware of what happens in the outside 
world and promote my self-reflection skills. For this reason, I need to go outside my com-
fort zone, to be open-minded, and to have different perspectives by looking through other’s 
lenses. I will humble myself and be vulnerable to allow provocative moments to trigger 
disequilibrium for the sake of my personal growth and development. I learned that mind-
fulness is more than just being mindful; it is a practice that could free myself from emo-
tional tension I may have. 

Based on student journal reflections it seemed the pre-departure orientation had prepared the stu-
dents for the transformations we hoped would occur.  

Critical Contemplative Pedagogy During Travel: Ongoing Journaling and Embodied Mind-

fulness 

 

The travel itinerary (Appendix C) during this short-term study abroad experience was rig-
orous. The flights from Los Angeles to Johannesburg and back from Cape Town to Los Angeles 
were long, and included layovers in Istanbul, another opportunity for cultural learning. In South 
Africa we were hosted by a partnership with a respected business school, which involved attending 
a two-day research symposium, interacting with scholars and establishing rapport with two local 
scholars who would join us throughout the trip. Additionally, we explored museums, such as The 
Apartheid Museum, experienced school and business visits, and examined historical and cultural 
spaces. We intentionally designed the itinerary to create a rich dichotomy of experiences. For ex-
ample, students visited a public township school one day, and an elite private school the next day, 
juxtaposing two extreme schooling experiences. In the township school resources were limited, 
there were children without shoes, and some of our students noticed outdated curriculum materials 
such as an incorrect world map. There was no cafeteria, no athletic fields and technology was 
minimal. However, our students noted the thoughtful commitment of the educators, the kindness 
and genuine care for the children, and the appreciation and investment in teaching and learning. In 
the well-resourced private school, our students noticed economic differences. They saw well-
dressed students with polished shoes, students engaged in organized sports, and they toured well-
furnished dormitories and a tidy well stocked cafeteria where full nourishing meals were being 
prepared, This was in contrast to the township school where many children were barefoot. The 
contrast in these experiences reflected the disparity of South Africa in general, which sometimes 
caused disillusionment and discomfort, and provided an opportunity for students to truly employ 
their mindfulness practices.  Some of our students were shocked, others were inspired to act. Upon 
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entering the private school, the day after visiting the township school, Kaitlyn said, “I’m shook.”  
She vowed she would come back and teach in the township school one day. She wanted to engage 
in action to address the disparity she witnessed. 

Throughout our travels, we encouraged critical contemplative practices. We framed this 
intention by beginning each day with a mandatory morning group meeting that lasted approxi-
mately 30 minutes. Each session began with an assigned mindfulness journal prompt that encour-
aged participants to reflect on the previous day, followed by a mindfulness meditation practice and 
small group dialogue. Students had ongoing opportunities to journal, with some provided structure 
(Appendix D) to guide their reflectivity. Based on what was listed on the day’s itinerary, partici-
pants were prepared to apply mindfulness practices to support their experience. For example, when 
students visited local cultural sites, schools, and businesses, they were encouraged to use mindful-
ness strategies such as focusing on the present, suspending judgment, and observing what they 
were thinking to help them better adapt to unfamiliar cultural settings and norms. At the same time, 
after the daily cultural excursions and activities, students recorded their own experiences and re-
flective thoughts on mindfulness practice, so as to deepen their understanding and application of 
this constructive strategy. For example, we asked white students how their mindfulness practices 
supported their ability to settle their nervous system and address any fear or apprehension they 
might feel when they became aware of being a racial minority in the Townships. We asked them 
to think about what they would do with their new understanding as it related to dismantling stere-
otypes and implicit bias. We hoped this would encourage the students to come to their own deter-
minations about social change and personal impact.  

Journal reflections collected during travel suggested students were capitalizing on their 
mindfulness practices to support their overall wellness in an unfamiliar experience. We had a truly 
cooperative and conscientious group of students. When selecting excerpts, we struggled to identify 
just a few of the most salient sentiments as all of the students shared profound positive impacts. 
Carla and Jacques were particularly effusive in their journals. One student, Melody, submitted her 
journal in a format that did not allow us to include any of her comments. Other students concurred 
with thoughts well stated by those included.  

Carla, an undergraduate criminal studies major, had a moment of realization early in the 
experience during our layover in Istanbul. She wrote: 

 
...many Turkish people invited us for free drinks, asked us to come to their clubs, photo-
bombed like all of our pictures, and etc. This was a bit alarming at first, but I remembered 
what we learned in class. No judgment. No judgment of other cultures because what may 
be not normal to us can be normal to them and in order to receive “wonderment,” we need 
to be open minded and not judgmental.  
 
Carla elaborated a few days later when she applied her attitude toward another situation 

where she was out of her comfort zone.  
 
I got very hungry and went in search of dinner. Because most of the individuals in my 
group are vegetarian, I had to conform to eating what they could eat, which was salads. At 
this moment, I focused on being an open-minded and nonjudgement because I really did 
not want to eat what they wanted to eat. However, through careful mindfulness practice 
(box breathing method), I realized that sometimes you have to be the “other” in a group 
who conforms to the majority in order to augment happiness and serenity of the mind. 



Thresholds Volume 47, Issue 2 (Fall, 2024)                                                                     Page |    
  

127 

 
Though Carla seemed to be applying mindfulness to relatively simple experiences of casual social 
encounters and dietary choices in a group, she was working to integrate the concepts of mindful-
ness and reflectivity into her experiences. This is an encouraging indication of the investment to 
transformation that the students seemed to embody. 
 

During travel Noelle documented her mindfulness practices as a tool for remaining non-
judgemental toward herself as she experienced loneliness during travel:  

 
As we meditated I felt the breeze and felt the sweet air of South Africa as I placed myself 
in the safety of my home. This morning I missed my friends and I thought to myself, why? 
Today I want to be mindful of why I feel the way I feel without judging myself. 
 

In this entry we see that Noelle is applying mindfulness to her inner self, not just to external expe-
riences. This is another encouraging indication that students were beginning to internalize the de-
sired impact of transformative mindfulness. 
 

In his mid-travel journal, prior to a visit to Soweto, Jacques shared his anticipation of using 
mindfulness:   

 
Today, mindfulness will help me to experience my emotions in the present. As I enter the 
Soweto township, I fear that the immense poverty will cause me to create judgment of such 
life. But because of today’s morning mindfulness lecture, I plan to observe the new culture 
without initial reaction nor judgment. I hope that this voyage helps me to experience my 
true feelings more and more. I crave more knowledge of my self-identity! Our mornings 
with Dr. Niki have truly helped me to live my life in the present moment; developing a 
greater understanding of who I am. I anticipate this trip and mindfulness practices will 
transform me!  
 
In reflections after the visit to Soweto, Jacques revealed the contradiction he was feeling 

and his resolve to use mindfulness practice to bring himself balance.  
 
I expected the township to be of absent life. But in reality, life in the township was vibrant 
yet simple in pace. People seem to move slowly and truly care for those around them. But 
despite this philosophy, the township markets seem to move rather quickly. I was ap-
proached repeatedly by vendors, leading me into a state of anxiety. I want to help these 
people so badly, but I am not sure that I can solely through economic needs. Perhaps I 
could spread love instead, I want to love and be there for everyone in my surroundings. In 
this situation, I practiced the box breath to bring my soul to a state of equilibrium. 
 
In her reflections after a visit to the township of Khayelitsha, Carla documented her recog-

nition of the importance of impacting societal change.  
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Something that really stood out to me was that one of the men who was with us giving the 
tour claimed that the people of the community do not want to complain about their prob-
lems…instead, they want to fight for change. I believe that this is the way that we should 
all live, whether rich or poor. 
 
In comparison to her earlier journal entries indicating Carla was applying mindfulness to 

casual situations, her later entry suggests meaningful application of mindfulness that resulted in a 
desire to invest in social change. 

Jordan documented her experience of shifting her perspective by being self-reflective. In 
her discussion of the two school visits, she recognized that the differences in the two schools ini-
tially evoked pity and anger. She shared her concern about her initial feelings of pity, then realized 
she should not pity cultural differences. In her mid-travel journals, she referenced her use of breath-
ing techniques to move her through such stressful situations. “As I practiced mindful breathing 
this morning I utilized the vagus nerve breath. I tried to notice each breath. After a minute of 
mindful breathing, I noticed my body feels calm and ready to start the day.” 

Overall, students reported that the mindfulness meditations, breathwork and other contem-
plative practices made a significant impact on their ability to navigate both the joys and the chal-
lenges of their experience in South Africa. Developing the ability to observe without judgment 
was critical in helping them respect the cultural differences they observed without jumping to 
judge that they were inferior to American cultural norms. This led to a heightened respect that was 
visibly demonstrated in the students' interactions with the South African people we met on the trip. 
Additionally, several students were triggered by turbulence on the plane, as well as the extreme 
length of the 25-hours of travel. They reported using the box breathing technique to help calm 
themselves and settle their nervous system. Using breathing practices at various times during the 
trip when items were lost, when food was unfamiliar, or when they were upset by cultural and 
social disparities made all the difference for helping several students stay connected to the experi-
ence when they felt overwhelmed. The growth in their ability to manage the unexpected, remain 
present and graceful in unfamiliar environments, and be respectful and open-hearted toward people 
they have been socialized to pity or look down upon was the most significant outcome reported 
and witnessed during this life-changing experience. 
 

Post Travel Reflections Reveal the Impact of Mindfulness and Critical Contemplative Ped-

agogy  

 

 As Kaufman (2017) explains, critical contemplative pedagogy emphasizes the integration 
of mindfulness, critical pedagogy, and personal reflection, providing a framework for nourishing 
engaged and socially conscious citizens. In their final reflections, graduate and undergraduate stu-
dents in this program revealed the impact of mindfulness and of a critical contemplative pedagogy. 
They wrote about self-realization and the benefits of mindfulness on their overall wellbeing. Kira 
described transformative takeaways that she felt would enhance her physically and mentally. She 
saw the value of mindfulness in stressful situations and in helping her live in the moment, and she 
also provided a concrete example of a physical benefit when she applied breathing techniques on 
the flight home: 
 

One of the three benefits that I have gained while practicing mindfulness is a sense of 
calmness in the middle of what could be a stressful situation. The second benefit that I have 
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gained is a physical benefit. On our way home there was lots of turbulence, and I was very 
uncomfortable with the shaking of the plane. I practiced the vagus nerve breath and I im-
mediately felt my heartbeat drop, anxiety go away, and the stress relieved. I was still scared 
but physically I was much calmer then I would have been without this practice. The third 
benefit that I have gained is living in the moment. I have had a hard time letting go of what 
has happened in the past and I have taken plenty of time worrying about the future. I’m a 
work in progress, but with these new tools I will be living in the moment one step at a time.  

 
As evidence of her continued transformation in building mindfulness practices, Jordan de-

scribed her growth: 
 

One benefit I gained from this practice is being able to be more aware of my body and an 
improvement in visualization. During our guided meditations when Dr. Niki would tell us 
to imagine eyes on the bottom of our feet or in our lungs, it gave me a heightened awareness 
of how my lungs were breathing because I could visualize my body, visualize my lungs, 
and my eyes looking at the lungs I visualized. I could associate the movement of my lungs 
as they expanded and contracted while I breathed. 
 

Based on end of trip revelations, it was clear to faculty leaders that students were internalizing the 
discrete mindfulness skills and using the breathing and reflective techniques they were learning 
during the trip. As demonstrated by Jordan above, students talked about physical benefits and use-
fulness of the techniques when they wanted to gain a sense of calm and increase self-awareness. 

Students also discussed how the experience helped them to address biases and keep their 
thoughts in check amidst a different culture. Jordan wrote, “I feel that mindfulness has also helped 
break down certain biases that I have had with the world. I thought South Africa was going to be 
a scary place, when in reality, it was beautiful and the people were so kind.” 
 

Reflections on Mindfulness and Intentions for Future Practice 

 
The ultimate goal of the experience was internalized mindfulness practices and sharpened 

ability to recognize and act on injustice beyond the study abroad experience.  Evidence of such 
transformations emerged as the end of trip revelations began to indicate ideas that will transcend 
the trip itself. Kira explained a critical reflective perspective shift. She wrote: 

 
I will interact with others in a mindful way by not being quick to assume the other person’s 
opinion, background, or ethnicity. I will interact by doing my best to keep my words in 
check because I have had a history of not knowing what I have said is hurtful or offensive. 
I will mindfully interact with others by keeping them on the same level as me, to not put 
myself below or above the other person. 
 

We saw similar evidence of the potential long-term impact of this intentional contemplative expe-
rience from the students. Taylor, another undergraduate education major, was clear in her future 
use of mindfulness in her profession:  
 

I am studying to be a math teacher. I plan on using mindfulness to allow everyone the best 
educational experience by establishing a safe and comfortable environment and by being a 
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resource for dealing with and helping students with disabilities. Mindfulness had helped 
me advocate for the importance of safe, comfortable and respectful environments to max-
imize learning and participation. 
 

The use of a contemplative and critical lens, one that promotes deep thinking, compassion and the 
challenging of societal norms, was apparent in several journal entries. Kira indicated her under-
standing of South Africa as a representation of people who maintained joyful mindsets amid 
fighting for change and justice. She wrote: 
 

South African culture showed me that even through all its countries differences that its 
people came up to fight for their political freedom. The country in itself still stands for all 
of us that every country has its people stand up for their freedom whether it is in the polit-
ical, education, rights, or equality. The people of South Africa didn’t let their joy get sup-
pressed by inequality. The young children in the public school showed that the future was 
in their hands and were eager to learn all that the world can offer them. The abundance of 
love and hope that was shown in the country was beautiful. The ability to see communities 
in the township unite in hardship and help their neighbors when needed. The township saw 
people leave their community to get higher education but also saw them come back to help 
other people earn their freedom.  
 

As the journey concluded, student journal entries indicated important growth in the application of 
mindfulness to their lives, particularly in response to culturally different spaces. Nicole shared 
that, “Mindfulness allowed me to observe the world without judging it. Just that one minute of 
silence and focus allowed me to feel more peaceful and aware of myself to start the day.” Jacques 
reflected that mindfulness practices helped to “mindfully integrate my soul with that of completely 
different people.” Nadja shared, “I found that traveling abroad mindfully can change lives, change 
perspective, and change hearts.” 

 

Conclusion 

 

Integrating daily mindfulness practices with a critical pedagogy lens during our study 
abroad experience in South Africa enriched the student and instructor experience by providing a 
holistic framework for engaging with the host culture. Students were equipped with the tools to 
navigate intercultural encounters with empathy and cultural competence. This approach fostered a 
sense of intentionality and social responsibility, which encouraged students to truly believe in their 
capacity to make change in our interconnected and complex world. Utilizing the framework of 
critical contemplative pedagogy in study abroad programs holds the potential to transform students 
into mindful, culturally aware, and socially responsible individuals, poised to contribute meaning-
fully to a globalized society.  

In our 4-week study tour to South Africa we created an intentional curriculum that included 
daily mindfulness exercises and reflective journaling as means for intrapersonal growth and in-
creased student consciousness toward embodied social justice. We selected South Africa as our 
destination country purposely because of its history of social conflict and apartheid, and the open 
discussions about racism and historical socio-political oppression that our past travel experiences 
indicated are typical with the South African people. There were challenges along the way, of 
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course, but those were logistical in nature.  Overall, we saw transformations in the students, re-
flected in their journal entries and final course projects that included powerful personal poetry. 

The students on this study abroad experience began as open-minded and eager learners, 
willing to explore the landscape of South Africa while also learning and practicing mindfulness. 
They agreed to invest themselves and to engage in reflective journaling. This was a fortunate sce-
nario as other college level study abroad hosts have reported their participants in short-term study 
abroad were distracted by partying and socializing. This was not the case for our group. An im-
portant limitation on the effectiveness of mindfulness in study abroad may be the dispositions of 
the student and faculty group. 

The students arrived at every daily meeting on time with their materials and an earnest 
attitude. In their journals we saw an eagerness to learn and explore. Initially students reported 
using their mindfulness practices in casual social encounters and in situations where their breathing 
practices supported them in calming anxieties of airline travel and homesickness. As the journey 
continued, students began turning inward, discussing their dispositions of purposeful nonjudge-
ment of themselves. They demonstrated an elevated metacognitive awareness of the need to re-
serve judgment in culturally different situations such as in township and school visits. Students 
applied compassion and empathy but also respect and admiration for the joyfulness of people dif-
ferent from themselves. 

As the journey concluded we really saw the biggest shifts in the students and the long term 
impact the experience would have on them. Their journals affirmed students had moved into crit-
ical contemplation of themselves, their place in the world and the impact they could have by ex-
tending their practices beyond the trip. As a criminal studies major, Carla discussed her investment 
in fighting for societal change. As future educators, Taylor and Lucy indicated concrete ways they 
planned to bring mindful, thoughtful practices to their future students. Jacques wrote of his “new 
lens” while Nicole differentiated that she was no longer a tourist during travel but a visitor who 
sits among humanity equally. Students talked about the ways mindfulness helped break down bar-
riers and help them see the joy in the hearts of the people they met. 

An unintended outcome of this experience was the benefit of the mindfulness approach on 
the faculty members. Guiding a study abroad excursion, especially a short-term whirlwind trip 
such as this one, can be grueling. The logistics and managing adult students can be demanding. 
With the entire group invested in intrapersonal growth and daily peaceful and mindful practice, 
we gained interpersonally as well. The mindfulness practices supported faculty in starting each 
day fresh. The positive energy of the cooperative and invested students elevated the morale of the 
entire group. There was no concern about students wandering off or resisting group expectations. 
Students did what was expected and then some. We wondered if this was because the students who 
chose to engage in this particular study abroad experience did so knowing the expectation to invest 
in intrapersonal work, and with the realization that in South Africa there would be no option for 
individual time separate from the group purely for safety.  Maybe we just got lucky. We do feel 
the trip was an extraordinary success that we attribute to the intersection of study abroad and mind-
fulness, and we are determined to create similar magic in the future.  
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Appendix A 

Required Readings & Films 
 

Arno, P. (1952, December 6). Is Bali Still-er-Bali? [Cartoon] New Yorker.  
Eastwood, C. (Producer/Director). (2009). Invictus [Motion Picture]. USA. Warner Bros. Pictures. 
 Geertz, C. (1983). Local knowledge: Further essays in interpretive anthropology. Basic 
 Books. 
Miner, H. (1956). Body ritual among the nacirema. American Anthropologist, 58(3), 503-507.  

  Steidle, G. (2017). Leading from within: Conscious social change and mindfulness for so
 cial innovation. MIT Press. 
Singh, A. (Producer), Towers, H. A. (Producer) & Roodt, D. J. (Director). (1995). Cry the beloved 
 country [Motion Picture]. USA: Miramax Films.  
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Appendix B 

Assignments Before Departure 
 
Read all assigned readings and view films 
 

Personal Growth Goals 

Before departure students will research the impact of studying abroad and develop a 1-page state-
ment of goals for personal growth. Students will comment on personal, academic, and so-
cio-cultural goals. What do you expect to learn? What aspects of the experience will be 
most challenging? How will this experience impact you? How do you expect to apply the 
learning from this experience? 

 

Historical and Cultural Research Presentation 

For this assignment students will research a specific aspect of the history or culture of South Africa 
and present the findings to the class. The presentation must include a discussion of the 
following: 

OBJECTIVES: 
Before departure students will: 
● research and present the historical or cultural factors of one aspect of the areas of travel. 
● identify and analyze the similarities and differences between the current culture of travel and 

their own culture while demonstrating an awareness and appreciation of both. 
 

Pre-departure journal entries: Complete and submit all four pre-departure journals. 
1. What is your prior experience with mindfulness and/or meditation? What strategies do you cur-

rently use to help you stay present, feel calm, and remain engaged in unfamiliar settings? 
2. Discuss: The meaning of culture and the importance of sensitivity toward people from another 

culture other than your own. 
3. Write a paragraph synthesizing each reading/film, discussing themes that connect across the 

readings/films. Integrate quotes from each reading/film. 
4. Discuss the expected impact of intercultural experiences and develop your personal growth 

goals.  
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Appendix C 

Travel Itinerary 
 

Day:  Time:  Activity: 

Day 1 

 
6:25PM Departure from Los Angeles 

13 hour flight 
Day 2 

 
 
8-hour layover 

Arrival in Istanbul 
Tour of Istanbul, Sultana Restaurant, belly dancing and ex-

ploration on Istiklal St. 
 
Mindfulness Meeting #1 

Day 3 

 
2:15AM Departure from Istanbul, 9 hour 30 min flight 

Arrival at Johannesburg OR Tambo Airport 
Day 4 

 

 
 

9:00 AM 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Mindfulness Meeting #2 
 
Full Day Tour of Johannesburg and Soweto with a guide: 
Homes of Winnie Madikizela Mandela 
Nelson Mandela 
Bishop Tutu in Vilakazi Street-Soweto 
Hector Pietersen Memorial  
Apartheid Museum 
Downtown Johannesburg 
Lunch in Soweto 
 
Vibrant Sandton 

Day 5 
 
 

Morning  
 
 
 

7-8 am Mindfulness Meeting #3 
 
8:30 am departure: The Economics of South Africa: Wits 

Business School  
Day 6 Depart hotel 

8:00 
AM 

Wits Business School Research Symposium Day 1 
 
Tour and visit of elite boarding school for girls, Johannesburg 

Day 7 

 

 

Morning 
 
 
 

7-8 am Mindfulness Meeting #4 
 
Tour and visit of township public school, Johannesburg 
 
Tour and visit of a cooperative, a business ecosystem consist-

ing of a network of organizations 
Day 8:  

 

 

Morning 
 
Evening 

Wits Business School Research Symposium Day 2 
 
Moyo’s Restaurant  
Traditional Tribal Dancing 

Day 9: 

 
8:45 AM 
 
 

Pilanesberg Game Reserve-game drive by open vehicle with 
a game ranger 

 
Overnight at Tented Camp 
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Day 10 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

6:00 AM 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Departure on early morning game drive 
Return to Tented Camp 
7-8 am Mindfulness Meeting #5 
 
Check out and transfer to Johannesburg OR Tambo Interna-

tional Airport for departure flight  
 
Departure from Johannesburg 
2 hour 15 min flight 
 
Arrival in Cape Town 

Day 11 

 

 

Morning 7-8 am Mindfulness Meeting #6 
Tour of Cape Town 
Table Mountain 
Robben Island 

Day 12 

 

 

Morning 
 
 
 

Business Visits: 
Khayelitsha Cookies 
Wesgro 
Triggerfish Animation Studio Tour 

Day 13 

 

 

Morning 
 
 

Mindfulness & Group Meeting #7 
 
Project Work Time or Leisure Time 

Day 14 

 

 

Morning  
 
 
 
 
 

Breakfast and check out 
 
African Cooking Class 

 
Departure from Cape Town  
11-hour flight 

Day 15 

 

 

6:00 AM 
 
 
 
 
 

Arrival in Istanbul, 8 hour layover 
 
Mindfulness Meeting #8 

 
Departure from Istanbul  
14 hour flight 
 
Arrival in Los Angeles in LAX 

Day 18  MIndfulness Group Meeting #8 Final Reflections 
 
Culminating Celebration and Final Presentations 
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Appendix D 

Assignment During Travel 
 
Journal/Multigenre Research Project 

 

This assignment will assist students in reaching personal growth goals and in researching and reflecting on 
the area of travel. Students will compose their own narratives, use qualitative data collection and 
gather artifacts during travel to compose a multi genre journal that expands on their research and 
documents their experience. The following strategies are forms of qualitative data collection; ob-
servation, interviewing/questioning, journaling, collecting and analyzing public documents, exam-
ining someone’s work, observations of social situations, taking and examining photographs and 
artifacts. Students may use any of these strategies to collect, record and analyze their observations 
and thoughts in their journal. 

OBJECTIVES: 
1. Through written descriptions, interview transcripts, cultural artifacts, and photographs/videos (if possi-

ble) students will describe and reflect on cultural experiences in South Africa, with peers and local 
citizens. 

2. Students will reflect on the impact of mindfulness practices in a new and unfamiliar environment. 
Use the following questions to guide your reflections. 
 
Four Mindfulness Journal entries. Each entry will include: 

● As I practice mindful breathing, I notice each breath I take, observing each inhale and exhale. This is how 
I noticed my body feels after a few minutes… 

● Today I sit quietly and observe my thoughts as they enter my mind. I don’t judge them, I just watch and 
notice. This is what my observation revealed to me about my thoughts… 

● Today I sit outdoors and observe nature and my surrounding environment. This is what I observed when 
I became fully present with my surroundings…… 

● I spent time today being fully present and engaged with the people around me. This is how I felt when I 
anchored in the present moment awareness without judgment… 

 
Three Cultural Site Visit journal entries: 

1. Where was the visit? 
2. What are your observations of the importance of the cultural site? 
3. How did visiting this cultural site impact you?  
4. What will you do with your new understandings? 
 
Two School Visit journal entries: 

1. How did your interactions with local students and teachers feel? What surprised you? 
2. What did you observe the role of the teacher to be? (you may consider how they interact with 
children, their teaching approaches, how they interact with parents, and/or how they value 
children)? 
3. What did you observe the role of the student to be? (you may consider how the children interact with 

each other, or how they interact with the teacher. The teacher's expectations will influence how 
children interact with one another. You may also observe how discourse, collaboration and recip-
rocal relationships are encouraged). 

4. What will you do with your new understandings? 


