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7.25  Questionnaires
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7.3 Exhibition

Ideation, Creativity and Mindfulness:
Investigating the Influence of Mindfulness Practice 
on Design Education

IntroductIon 
Many people try to find peace in this frantic world, especially in

Western culture that values action and accomplishments so highly.  

One consequence of a busy lifestyle is that our minds are also busy, 

cluttered, and distracted which hinders our ability to sustain attention 

and present moment awareness. Whether we are ruminating on the past 

or planning for the future, its easy to catch our minds wandering and not 

in the present moment. Fortunately however, attention can be practiced 

and one method is through mindfulness meditation. Mindfulness can 

be understood as an open and accepeting awareness of the present 

moment. It has been practiced for thousands of years and its roots stem 

back to eastern philosophy, but it has made its way into the mainstream 

secular world in the last few decades. 

This Master of Design thesis project investigated mindfulness practice 

and its relationship to ideation and creativity within design education. 

Within the context of design education, students typically use different 

ideation techniques to help them generate new and creative ideas while 

designing. The hypothesis I made was that by quieting the mind through 

the practice of mindfulness meditation, a student may boost his or her 

creative flow.

Students’ experience of higher education and 

their future lives will be enriched if teachers 

help them recognize, experience, and develop 

more of their creative potential (Jackson, 

2006). This can be combined with traditional 

academic abilities or what is referred to 

as ‘hard systems thinking’. A hard systems 

thinking approach is about defining, analyzing, 

and resolving problems within a conceptual 

framework that seeks to create a highly 

ordered real world. In contrast, ‘soft systems’ 

view of the world accepts confusion, diversity, 

and complexity and uses this as a resource and 

a source of inspiration to orchestrate inquiry 

and grow new learning. 

Design education typically embraces a ‘soft 

systems” pedagogical approach. Nevertheless, 

design instructors should be aware that 

students in their classrooms might not come 

from educational backgrounds that foster 

creativity-based attitudes. Many students 

have been educated to learn mindlessly, which 

means that they are stuck in a single, rigid 

perspective, and are oblivious to alternative 

ways of knowing (Langer, 2000). In order to 

enhance design pedagogy, design educators 

should continually assess students’ aptitude 

for creativity-based learning and aid them 

in becoming mindfully engaged in the their 

learning and the curriculum. 

Mindfulness is an awareness that emerges 

through paying attention on purpose, in the 

present-moment, and nonjudgmentally, to the 

unfolding of experience moment by moment 

(Kabat-Zinn 2003). Even though it has gained 

popularity over the last few decades, its roots 

go back thousands of years to ancient Buddhist 

and meditation practices. Kabat-Zinn suggests 

that mindfulness, being about attention, is 

of necessity universal and not exclusive to 

followers of Buddhism.

A well-known program called Mindfulness-

Based Stress Reduction has added to its 

popularity. Some believe that mindfulness 

practice ameliorates stress by strengthening 

one’s courage and skill to look; to look into 

discomfort rather than away from it (Claxton, 

2005). The practice can be done formally 

through sitting or walking meditations, or 

informally by paying close attention to daily 

activities such as eating, driving and listening 

(Dimidjian and Linehan, 2008). This can help 

cultivate a “beginner’s mind” which is to  

look at an object, person or situation with 

a fresh perceptive and curiosity. A beginner’s 

mind helps lead to new possibilities and 

even creativity. Thus, mindfulness can 

serve as a basis of creativity, flow, and 

meaningful engagement with life in its myriad 

manifestations (Dhiman, 2012).

Deborah Schoeberlein, a grade school teacher 

who has been integrating mindfulness into her 

classrooms for over 15 years, suggests that 

mindfulness boosters in the classroom, or mini 

mindfulness breaks, allow students to pause 

spontaneously and breathe in order to help 

create space to cue attention. “Mindfulness 

boosters re-energize personal creativity 

and refine attention, rather than interrupt 

it,” (Schoeberlein, 2009). Richard Burrnett, 

also a grade school teacher, explains that 

mindfulness in education is important because 

it expands a students’ faculty of attention. 

This can be done through mindfulness practice 

and tapping into a “sensing mode” of learning, 

rather than “thinking mode. This helps 

untangle the “knots in the mind”. 

Some researchers of mindfulness in education, 

or contemplative pedagogy, suggest that 

without the experience of the instability of 

attention when learning the practice, it is 

difficult to guide students (Barbezat and Bush, 

2014). Therefore, educators should have their 

own practice if they plan to incorporate it into 

the classroom. Barbezat and Bush also suggest 

that teachers should allow students to have 

the freedom to maintain their own beliefs and 

not require them to believe anything specific 

in order to engage in the exercises. 

Background
Ideation and Creativity in 
Educational Contexts

Mindfulness Practice 
and Creativity

Mindfulness Practice 
in Educational Contexts

Read Below to Practice Mindfulness:
“The process of understanding what mindfulness is begins with first hand experience…

Notice your eyes engaging with the letters of this text as you read. At the end of this 
paragraph, see if you can stop and focus on the letters simply as shapes for a minute, 
as if you were a baby in awe of the varied forms flowing through your eyes. Let your 
eyes and body relax and take in the text as a work of art, letting go of the
need to assign meaning to the words” (Rechtschaffen, 2014). 

A Wandering and Distracted Mind

Research indicates that people spend 

about 47% percent of their waking 

hours thinking about something other 

than what they’re doing, and this mind 

wandering typically makes them unhappy 

(Killingsworth & Gilbert, 2010).
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BenefIts of MIndfulness
Mindfulness can be a tool for cultivating mental clarity, insight, inner calm, well-being, 

compassion and a range of other personal and transpersonal qualities (Sarath, 2006). Within the 

context of education, benefits include (Schoeberlein, 2009):

I was first introduced to meditation as a way to cope 

severe and debilitating anxiety in my late teenage 

years which prevented me from engaging in most 

social activities and undertaking everyday tasks.  

The onset of the anxiety was immediate and abrupt 

and this led me into therapy for an 8-month period  

of time. My therapist introduced me to basic 

breathing meditations that were guided by an 

audiotape and even though my anxiety remained 

present during meditation practice, I was able to 

manage my stress and successfully continue my 

fashion studies at Lethbridge College. 

Over a 5-year period of time, I gradually ameliorated 

and eliminated most, if not all, of my major symptoms. 

It was not until 2013 that I became acquainted with 

“mindfulness meditation” during a short visit to the 

University of Alberta’s (U of A) Clubs Fair. It was 

at the fair that I signed up to be a member of the 

Mindfulness Meditation Student Group (MMSG).

Over the course of the year, I became more involved 

in mindfulness-related endeavours. I was elected as a 

President of the MMSG, attended different meditation 

retreats, enrolled in a course at St. Stephen’s College 

called Mindfulness for Teachers and participated 

in nearly 10 different health and wellness related 

initiatives on campus. Also, I was able to integrate 

mindfulness practice in the Design Fundamentals 

MInduflness + Me

Beginner’s Mind

Beginner’s mind means to cultivate an attitude of seeing things as if the for the first time so 

as to be alive to unforeseen or previously unacknowledged possibilities in experience (Kabat-

Zinn, 1990). According to Stefik & Stefik (2005), the beginner’s mind has a sense of playfulness, 

lightness, and receptivity.

Contemplative Pedagogy

“Contemplative pedagogy uses forms of introspection and reflection that allows students to focus 

internally and find more of themselves in their courses. The types of contemplation are varied, 

from guided introspection exercises to open-ended multistaged contemplative reading (i.e. lectio 

divina) to simple moments of quiet, as are the ways in which the practices are integrated into 

classrooms” (Barbezat & Bush, 2014). 

Creativity 

Being creative means to create new and worthwhile ideas and this could be the creation of either 

incremental or radical concepts (Piirto, 2011).

Ideation

Ideation is the creative process of generating, developing, and communicating new ideas,  

where an idea is understood as a basic element of thought that can be either visual, concrete,  

or abstract (Jonson, 2005). 

Mindfulness

The awareness that emerges through paying attention on purpose, in the present moment,  

and nonjudgmentally to the unfolding of experience moment by moment (Kabat-Zinn, 2003). 

Mindfulness Practice

Mindfulness practice, also known as mindfulness meditation, has been described as the 

intentional process of observing, describing, and participating in the present-moment 

nonjudgmentally. Formal mindfulness practice mainly includes sitting meditation, along with 

walking meditation, body scan meditation, and yoga. Informal practice refers to bringing 

mindfulness to daily activities such as eating, driving, washing the dishes, talking on the  

phone, etc. (Dimidjian and Linehan, 2008). 

key terMs

Quiet the mind...

Mmm, chocolate donuts.
QuIet tHe MInd!

For Teachers:

 » Improves focus and awareness

 » Increases responsiveness to  

students’ needs

 » Promotes emotional balance

 » Supports stress management  

and stress reduction

 » Supports health

 » Enhances classroom climate

 » Supports overall well-being

For Students:

 » Supports “readiness to learn”

 » Promotes academic performance

 » Strengthens attention and concentration

 » Reduces anxiety before testing

 » Promotes self-reflection and self-calming

 » Improves classroom participation by 

supporting impulse control

 » Provides tools to reduce stress

 » Enhances social and emotional learning

 » Fosters pro-social behaviors and  

health relationships

 » Supports holistic well-being

course that I taught during Fall 2014. In the Spring 

2015 term I guest lectured for two different design 

courses where I led various mindfulness and ideation 

related practices including free-writing, art-marking 

and eating meditations. All of these endeavours were 

recognized by the U of A’s Student Union and I, as a 

mindfulness ambassador on-campus, received the 

Student Group U of A the Year Award (1 of 400 plus 

student groups on campus). 

While completing the Master of Design coursework,  

I began to investigate my areas of interest related to 

mindfulness, creativity and education through several 

self-directed research projects and courses. During the 

last semester of my graduate course work, I enrolled 

in a self-directed design course in order to examine 

design-based learning environments and techniques 

for fostering creativity into these settings. One of  

my findings was that mindfulness, creativity, and  

student engagement connect together. I became  

more fascinated by the topics after this investigation. 

My journey with mindfulness has proven to inspire 

to me, which is why I decided to centre my research 

on the topic. All of the personal, professional and 

academic experiences related to mindfulness, 

creativity, and design education helped fuse my 

interests together and frame this thesis research  

topic and project.

Further Background + Context
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seMI-structured IntervIews
I set up semi-structured interviews with three 

different types of participants including mindfulness 

practitioners, design educators and an education 

specialist. Interviewees were recruited via email. The 

information collected during the interviews was used 

to survey areas that were connected with the research 

topic and were important to it.

Research Approach 

The Research Topic
I am exploring mindfulness practice, as an ideation technique,  
to be used by design educators in order to discover whether it can
influence a students’ creative abilities in a positive manner to help them
create stronger design outcomes and to investigate how the practice
of mindfulness might be integrated into the design studies curriculum/
instruction as a framework. I also aim to discover the extent to which
mindfulness practice is already being incoporated into design education
by instructors. 

exploratory worksHop
The exploratory study took the form of a workshop

and was chosen as a way to become informed about 

students’ perception of mindfulness after engaging in 

four different mindfulness-related activities. To that 

end, the participants, who were recruited via a poster

advertisement and in-class announcements, 

completed a questionnaire. 

Theme-Finding: Interviews
MIndfulness-related tHeMes 
As part of the “findings” section of this research project, I reported and analyzed different themes that emerged 

during interviews with mindfulness practitioners and an education specialist. These themes were related to 

what mindfulness is, how it is practiced, how it can be incorporated into a classroom setting and what, if any, 

are the relationships between mindfulness and creativity. The importance of examining these concepts was 

that it provided the foundation of a framework, as a visual aid, that may help design educators and students 

understand mindfulness and its related concepts. Below is a selection of themes derived from the interviews: 

 » Mindfulness is important in the classroom because it helps students exercise attention

 » Mindfulness and creativity involve feeling happy and connected to oneself

 » In order to let ideas and experiences flow, there needs to be stillness and space

 » Creativity relates to certain attitudes of mindfulness (e.g. openness, interest, curiosity, etc.)

 » Mindfulness may help people become more aware of their creative block

IdeatIon + creatIvIty-related tHeMes
 » Stress, poor time management, lack of interest, among other, might  

lead to creative blocks 

 » Mindfulness practice could help mitigate the effects of some of these 

experiences through cultivating attitudes such as beginner’s mind  

 » Mindfulness cannot help a student overcome certain reasons for  

a creative block directly, such as technical barriers and lack of time 

 » Instructors could help students overcome creative blocks by exercising 

their own creative abilities, making suggestions to students to seek 

inspiration, putting them in collaborative group settings  

 » Mindfulness practice showed resemblances to some of these tactics 

Creativity and Aliveness

“By being mindfully aware of one’s inner 

and outer world, one notices new things, 

which in turn helps one to become more 

creative and alive” (Dhiman, 2012).

The Research Methods



250

Theme-Finding: Exploratory Workshop

The activities seemed to help some participants gain 

new perspective and explore possibilities. 

Mindfulness practice seemed to help some 

participants not overthink what they were doing  

while taking part in the creative process. 

Some participants reported feeling less pressured to 

perform while practicing mindfulness and engaging in 

the creative process.

Mindfulness practice led some participants 

to creating visual explorations that they perceived 

as “unexpected”. 

Usually I am all over the place with my ideas and I feel that some ideas 
are not even worth writing down. But after the exercises, I was open to 
everything and I thought outside of the box.

— Deprise Hutton

I was satisfied with the results, but felt they were less about generating 
actual concrete ideas [and more about] my own ‘brain’ time where I was 
able to explore without any pressures.

— Undisclosed Participant 

Walking

Free
Drawing

Free-writing

Smelling

Singing

Deep 
Listening

Gazing

Breathing

Blind 
Drawing

Body 
Scanning

Art-Making

Collaging

Eating

Mindfulness 

practices as part  

of the workshop

According to some participants, more time would  

be preferred for mindfulness practice.

Most participants reported feeling mentally present, 

calm and/or focused after doing the mindfulness-

related activities. For some, this may have lead to 

creative insight.

Students felt at ease because the stakes were low  

in the workshop.

The activities inspired some participants to consider 

taking part in mindfulness practice beyond  

the workshop.

All participants reported 

that they experienced an 

increase in mental clarity 

after the activities.

All participants 

experienced creative 

insight in the final  

free-drawing activity.  

More than half of the 

participants (62.5%) 

reported that they 

experienced creative 

insight during the  

collage activity. 

More than half of the 

participants (62.5%) 

reported that it was easy 

to some degree to create 

visual explorations.

Mindfulness 

practices

Chanting

tHeMes derIved froM worksHop QuestIonnaIre

Possible Future Directions

Investigating the influence of mindfulness practice on design instructors

Exploring students’ short term and long term experiences of mindfulness practice in design education

Testing mindfulness practice in a real design classroom setting

Discovering the specific relationship between mindfulness, happiness, creativity and attention

Investigating how mindfulness practice impacts “critiques” in design education 

Researching the timing of various mindfulness activities in the design classroom

researcH topIcs
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