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Embedded in mission statements of Ηigher Εducation Ιnstitutions (ΗEI’s) 
around Europe is the goal of promoting academic performance and foster 

students’ wellbeing. Toward this end, HE institutions implement curricular and 
extracurricular programming using an integrated and holistic approach. They 
design services that provide students with the support they need to fulfil their 
academic, professional, and personal needs. The programming aims to ad-
vance wellbeing by building students’ capacities in establishing meaning and 
purpose; cultivating resilience to stress and anxiety; developing confidence 
and purposefulness; and expanding their reflective competencies, including 
self-awareness, -expression, and -acceptance (Travia et al., 2020; Barton et 
al., 2020).

Wellbeing is a multidimensional construct that encompasses a complex com-
bination of factors including somatic, intellectual, affective and relational 
functioning. It is also an evaluation of how one feels about their self and 
life-world. Wellbeing has been connected to learning, flourishing, and engage-
ment (Seligman, 2011). Martin Seligman developed the PERMA framework for 
flourishing, in which wellbeing is construed and delineated into five elements: 
positive emotions, engagement, relationships, meaning, and accomplishment. 
According to the model:

Positive emotion Engagement
is the hedonic path to wellbeing and 
entails coming to terms with one’s 
past by forgiving and feeling grate-
ful, enjoying physical pleasures and 
mindfulness, and feeling optimistic 
and hopeful about the future.

encompasses applying one’s skills, 
strengths, abilities, and attention 
to accomplish challenging tasks. 
Such tasks can be social, work-re-
lated, or part of leisure or creative 
activities.
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Relationships Meaning Accomplish-
ment

are integral and impera-
tive for wellbeing. They 
enhance positive emo-
tions through sharing 
and creating a sense of 
stability and anchoring. 
They also provide support 
when facing challenges 
and life’s difficult situa-
tions. Relationships are 
a source of connection 
and a source of encour-
agement, enabling our 
capacities to care, love, 
emphasize, collaborate, 
cooperate, and be com-
passionate.

includes a sense of be-
longing and purpose. 
Meaning is derived 
from connection and 
involvement in social 
institutions that unite 
people, transmit the 
traditions and patterns 
of social life, and enable 
people to fulfill a special 
purpose. Such a purpose 
involves commitment to 
a vision that is beyond 
direct personal gains 
and concerns and em-
bracing an ethic of com-
munity.

means to fulfill, 
complete, bring 
about, acquire 
and succeed in 
life’s domains, 
including learn-
ing/education, 
work, sports, 
relationships and 
hobbies. It implies 
achievement, for-
mal attainment, 
and mastery (Se-
ligman, 2011).
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According to Seligman (2018) each of these five elements contributes to 
wellbeing. Leontopoulou (2020) explored the usefulness of the PERMA 

model and overall theory as an organizing framework for measuring wellbeing 
of emerging adults in HE settings in Greece during the socioeconomic crisis 
years. Her results show that the PERMA elements are linked to other wellbe-
ing indicators and that systematic and holistic HE programming can use the 
framework to address students’ mental health and wellbeing needs. Kovich 
(2020) has also applied the framework at Purdue University and at other HE 
institutions (Coffey et al.,  2016; Kern et al.,  2015) have also found support for 
the model. The framework is also used in developing and evaluating wellbeing 
programming at a West-midland University in the UK during the Covid-19 pan-
demic (Morgan & Simmons, 2021). Hence, PERMA can be used as a framework 
for promoting mental health and wellbeing and to expand individual and com-
munity health-enhancing efforts in HE institutions.

In order to meet the mental health and wellbeing needs and to promote pos-
itive social change at the individual, campus-wide and community level HE 
institutions across Europe weave arts-based and innovative engagement 
approaches in counselling centre services, campus-wide activities, and into 
coursework. Such engagement can nurture and enrich students’ mental health 
and wellbeing and bolster social capital. Social capital includes strengthening 
social relationships and cohesiveness and creating networks and building 
community norms (Wind &Villalonga-Olives, 2019).  

Services and initiatives that promote mental health and wellbeing include 
arts-based activities, such as performance, visual arts, creative writing, music, 
digital media, dance, drama, mindfulness, and martial arts (Fancourt & Finn, 
2019). They also include innovative activities and programming on meditation 
and mindfulness, creative expression and aesthetic experiences that make 
powerful contributions to the wellbeing (Wigham et al., 2020; Mastandrea 
et al., 2019). People, communities and different cultures have embraced 
drawing, reading stories, writing, dances, meditation, and singing as healing 
and calming practices reaping the benefits of art and healing for centuries 
(Wilkinson, 2009). Such engagement enhances the culture, vitality, vibrancy, 
and overall health of students, educators, the campus and wider community 
(Travia et al., 2020).
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Arts-based engagement and health promotion programming apply creative 
strategies to involve participants in ways that enhance understandings of 
real-life experiences. Engagement in such holistic initiatives offers a path to 
self-expression, concurrent cognitive and emotional learning, social connec-
tion, inclusion, and social participation. These new ways of processing infor-
mation and self-experiences can be transferred to general wellness, mental 
health, and academic achievement (Gouthro, 2018).

It has been suggested that arts-based and other creative approaches to 
health promotion are effective practices in promoting change in youth and 
young adults (Stuckey & Nobel,  2010; Aaron et al., 2011), with the evidence 
base for these approaches increasing and broadening in recent years (Ergas 
& Hadar, 2021; Fancourt & Finn,  2019; Snepvangers, & Rourke,  2020; Wat-
son, & Barton, 2020; Gaiha et al., 2021; Jensen & Bonde, 2018). Arts-based 
approaches are effective when applied with youth and young adults facing 
mental health challenges (Coholic et al., 2020). In short, arts-based approach-
es engage HE students’ imagination, sensibilities, and critical thinking. By par-
ticipating and connecting with others, they exercise and enhance their intel-
lectual, relational, communication and awareness skills and re-construct their 
identities (O’Donnell et al., 2021). There are not only individual gains, shared 
identities are constructed, connections are forged, and support systems are 
built improving health and wellbeing at the community level, supporting a via-
ble and creative student body (Daykin et al., 2021; DeNora & Ansdell, 2014).

Written for counsellors, educators, and health service personnel in HE insti-
tutions across Europe, this pamphlet focuses on five examples of innovative 
approaches that can promote students’ wellbeing. These approaches can be 
applied in groups, campus-wide activities, and individual services. They are:

1 Mindfulness

2 Visual arts

3 Tai Chi

4 Meditation and the body

5 Gamification



6

In describing each one of these interventions, the pamphlet provides infor-
mation about their conception, techniques and their evidence base. It also 
provides links and references for further investigation. Undeniably, the chal-
lenges that HE institutions, students, faculty and administrators face are 
interconnected that they demand insights from every perspective and that is 
where the arts can contribute to and transform. These approaches highlight 
the power and the role that the arts can play in helping shape health and 
wellbeing outcomes in HE. We hope that these brief introductions to these ap-
proaches inspire and inform the readers, spurring active investigation into the 
fundamentals of whole-person approaches that can be used in HE campuses 
and communities to create and sustain the mental health and wellbeing of all 
involved.            

                              

Links to innovative and arts-based HE programming in Europe 

Mental Health Foundation - Wellbeing Podcasts

Start2 - Living more Creatively

The Contribution of Dance & Dance Movement Psychotherapy during the 
Pandemic. Prof Vicky Karkou, Edge Hill University

https://youtu.be/Dyb9KLRZ3Bo

https://www.mentalhealth.org.uk/search/?query=podcast&op=Search
http://www.start2.co.uk/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Dyb9KLRZ3Bo
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Mindfulness in Higher Education
Dr. M.E. Koliris, Counseling Psychologist

Dr. Theodoros Giovazolias, University of Crete

Dr. Panagiota Dimitroupoulou, University of Crete

Mindfulness is a type of meditation and a set of practices that include 
breathing methods, guided imagery, and techniques to relax the mind 

and the body. The concept is derived from Jon Kabat Zinn’s definition of mind-
fulness, “paying attention in the present moment, non-judgementally with 
the aim of helping people live each moment of their lives—even the painful 
ones—as fully as possible” (Kabat-Zinn, 1993, p. 260). These practices cul-
tivate how to be present in our everyday lives so that we have access to the 
richness of awareness. They entail paying attention to experience with un-
obstructed curiosity, openness, acceptance and kindness. In such a manner, 
mindfulness practices aid in not suppressing or obfuscating painful emotions 
and thoughts, beholding thoughts and noticing feelings, being present with 
empathy and compassion, being self-aware and tolerant of complexity and 
distress (Kabat-Zinn, 2005). Mindfulness practice combines western psycho-
logical thought with eastern meditative practices, mainly stemming from Bud-
dhist teachings and Vipassana meditation.
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HE students in mindfulness programs are encouraged to cultivate a stance of 
compassionate awareness towards their everyday experience through a va-
riety of meditation exercises that use the breath, the body and awareness of 
thoughts and emotions together with reflective learning.

So, what does mindfulness offer, especially for the student population?

- In a study of university students who were taking part in a low-intensity 
mindfulness course, results showed students improved their non-
judgmental and non-reactive stance towards their thoughts, feelings, and 
emotions. They maintained the effects at followup, showing an increase in 
mindfulness after the course period. Maintaining a non-reactive stance is an 
important skill in confronting stressful situations and improving quality of 
life (de Bruin et al., 2015).

- In a recent study by Zarotti et al. (2020) found that mindfulness training 
mediated the relationship between cognitive reappraisal and psychological 
resilience in a sample of 811 UK university students. These findings suggest 
that mindfulness may be an effective technique for strengthening the 
relationship between cognitive reappraisal and resilience in university 
students, and ultimately in providing a means to improve their academic 
performance and psychological well-being.

- Ergas and Hadar (2021) after analyzing the final assignments from the 
course “Mindfulness and Education” taught to 673 students between 
2011 and 2018 and a retrospective questionnaire found many students 
recognised mindfulness as an educational practice that had transformed 
their view of education and sometimes of life itself, apart from helping 
them in other everyday concerns (such as stress reduction). These findings 
suggest that practicing mindfulness can be a formative educational 
experience, sometimes standing out uniquely within the course of students’ 
higher involvement, affecting their lives for many years.

Other benefits of mindfulness practices applied in HE settings include im-
provements in memory, enjoyment of university life, increased motivation 
towards learning, decreased stress and improved interpersonal awareness in 
students but also for educators themselves (see Mc Coll, 2016 for a literature 
review). The way mindfulness is applied in higher education varies significant-
ly, with some institutions offering well-established programs with based on 
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research, such as Mindfulness-based Stress Reduction (MBSR) and Mindful-
ness-based Cognitive Therapy (MBCT). While others offer more tailor-made 
programs and/or including fewer hours, which remain to be validated by 
research evidence. Two leading universities offering mindfulness-based pro-
grams are the Oxford Mindfulness Centre, UK (https://www.oxfordmindfulness.
org/learn-mindfulness/resources/) and the Centre for Mindfulness Research 
and Practice at Bangor University, UK (https://www.bangor.ac.uk/mindful-
ness/audio/index.php.en).

Finally, two issues that are important in integrating mindfulness approaches 
in HE are the training of the facilitator and the duration of the program/inter-
vention offered. Because mindfulness is mostly an experiential method which 
favours a bottom-up approach (learning is derived from experiential practices) 
the person who leads the group needs to have solid training in mindfulness. 
In addition, there is the temptation to use mindfulness as a popular, quick-fix 
approach but in fact it requires commitment, discipline and time. In order to 
apply mindfulness techniques, one needs to mindfulness training and to de-
vote time in order to cultivate the necessary skills. 

Examples of Mindfulness Interventions in HE

a. The Mindfulness Virtual Community (MVC) program (El Morr et al., 2020)

The Mindfulness Virtual Community (MVC) is a web-based program informed 
by cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT) construct featuring online videos, dis-
cussion forums, and videoconferencing. It was developed in Canada aiming to 
target depression, anxiety, and experiences of excess stress among university 
students. They have validated it in a random controlled trial, showing signifi-
cantly reduced depression and anxiety.

The MVC intervention is eight weeks in duration. The intervention comprises 
three components:

1. Twelve student-specific mental health modules conveyed by online video;

2. Three anonymous discussion boards dedicated to depression, anxiety, and 
stress; and

3. An anonymous 20-minute group-based live videoconference led by a mod-

https://www.oxfordmindfulness.org/learn-mindfulness/resources/
https://www.oxfordmindfulness.org/learn-mindfulness/resources/
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erator (a counsellor with a master’s degree in psychology and training in 
mindfulness) during which students can raise and discuss topics covered 
in the respective modules.

 ⊚ The topics covered throughout the 
course include:

 ⊚ Overcoming stress, anxiety, & 
depression

 ⊚ Mindfulness & being a student

 ⊚ Mindfulness for better sleep

 ⊚ Thriving in a fast-changing world

 ⊚ Healthy intimacy

 ⊚ De-stigmatisation

 ⊚ No more procrastination

 ⊚ Pain reduction and mindfulness 

 ⊚ Healthy body image 

 ⊚ Healthier eating 

 ⊚ Overcoming trauma 

 ⊚ Relationships with family and 
friends

 

b. Mindfulness-Based Coping with University Life /MBCUL (Lynch et al., 
2018)

Mindfulness-Based Coping with University Life (MBCUL) is an adaptation of 
Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction (MBSR) originally developed in 2006 
(Lynch et al., 2011). It is an 8-week program, with a retreat day between 
weeks 6 and 7. The first three weeks focus on introducing students to mind-
fulness and helping them to establish a regular practice. The four weeks that 
follow are student-centred, while the last week provides the opportunity to 
review the program.

The student-cantered weeks aim to address four common aspects of universi-
ty life:

 ⊚ Learning and academic work,

 ⊚ Personal health and well-being,

 ⊚ Communication and relationships with others, and

 ⊚ Managing stress.

 The suggested time of daily practice is 20 minutes.

In a recent randomized wait-list controlled study (Lynch et al., 2018) a signif-
icant decrease in anxiety, depression, and perceived stress was found in the 
MBCUL group compared to controls.
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The outline of the MBCUL program includes the following steps:

1. Set ground rules; Introduction to mindfulness; Breathing exercise.

2. Automatic pilot and informal mindfulness; Sitting meditation (outline, 
practice, and discussion).

3. Walking meditation (outline, practice, and discussion); Exploration: Mind-
fulness practice in everyday life (art, music, poetry).

4. Mindful learning (attention, change of perspective, creativity, time man-
agement); Learning meditation.

5. Stress and mindfulness, stress meditation.

6. Yoga; Health and mindfulness; Health meditation.  

7. Communication and relationships (changing, family, peers, intimate, 
mindful listening, managing confrontation, articulating needs); Communi-
cation meditation.

8. Kindness/compassion meditation, Review of meditations, experience of 
MBCUL, and next steps; Kindness/compassion meditation; Closing: Sharing 
and breathing space.

Below are the descriptions of two commonly used mindfulness exercises in 
personal or group sessions (for more info visit https://positivepsychology.
com/mindfulness-exercises-techniques-activities; https://mbsrtraining.com/
jon-kabat-zinn)

1. The Raisin Exercise

This is a great introductory exercise for beginners to practice mindfulness 
since anyone using any kind of food can attempt it (although one with an 

interesting texture, smell, or taste is best).

In this exercise, the facilitator provides participants with a few raisins and 
asks that they pretend they have never seen a raisin before. The facilitator 
then asks them to pay careful attention to:

The way the raisin looks;
How it feels;
How their skin responds to its manipulation;
Its smell;
Its taste.

https://positivepsychology.com/mindfulness-exercises-techniques-activities
https://positivepsychology.com/mindfulness-exercises-techniques-activities
https://mbsrtraining.com/jon-kabat-zinn
https://mbsrtraining.com/jon-kabat-zinn
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Focusing on the single object brings the participant’s mind to the present, to 
what is right in front of them. We may be used to raisins and not used to taking 
time to notice them.

2. Walking meditation

Walking meditation is a widely used method for cultivating mindfulness. 
This practice can promote awareness both of our internal sensations, our 

physical bodies, and our external surroundings, tuning us into experiences 
that we often miss when we move through our day on autopilot. In this exer-
cise, individuals are advised to:

 ⊚ Find a lane that allows to walk back and forth for 10-15 paces—a place 
that is relatively peaceful, where they won’t be disturbed or even observed

 ⊚ Walk 10-15 steps along the lane they’ve chosen, and then pause and 
breathe for as long as they like. When ready, individuals are prompted to 
turn and walk back in the opposite direction to the other end of the lane, 
where they can pause and breathe again. Then, when they are ready, they 
are to turn once more and continue with the walk.

 ⊚ As they walk, they are advised to focus their attention on one or more 
sensations that they would normally take for granted, such as their breath 
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coming in and out of their body; the movement of their feet and legs, or 
their contact with the ground or floor, etc.

c. Mindfulness Skills for Students (MSS) (Galante, et al., 2018)

At the University of Cambridge students can join an 8-week mindfulness 
course, the Mindfulness Skills for Students (MSS), which is an evidence-based 
intervention that comprises a secular, face-to-face, group-based skills training 
program based on the adapted course book ‘Mindfulness: A Practical Guide 
to Finding Peace in a Frantic World’ (https://www.cambridgestudents.cam.
ac.uk/welfare-and-wellbeing/mindfulness-cam). The particular course aims 
to optimize well-being and resilience for all students, and is not specifically 
developed for those with distress in a clinical range. Seven MSS courses run in 
parallel during university terms, with up to 30 students in each course, all de-
livered by an experienced and certified mindfulness teacher. The eight weekly 
sessions last 75–90 minutes each. Sessions include mindfulness meditation 
exercises, periods of reflection and inquiry, and interactive exercises.

Students are encouraged to practice at home and are given reading materials. 
It includes guided formal meditations and other practices such as a mindful 
walking and mindful eating. Students are also given the opportunity to talk 
with the teacher in confidence outside course times.

Research conducted at Cambridge University on the positive effects of mind-
fulness for students has shown significant benefits for students. Even during 
the exam term, students are less stressed and more resilient.

Where can I find out more about Mindfulness?
YouTube clips

Jon Kabat Zinn; What is Mindfulness? Follow this link to access a 5-minute 
YouTube clip of Jon Kabat Zinn, Professor of Medicine Emeritus and Creator 
of the Stress Reduction Clinic and the Center for Mindfulness in Medicine, 
Health Care, and Society at the University of Massachusetts Medical Center, 
describing mindfulness.

Useful App MindPilot

https://www.cambridgestudents.cam.ac.uk/welfare-and-wellbeing/mindfulness-cam
https://www.cambridgestudents.cam.ac.uk/welfare-and-wellbeing/mindfulness-cam
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HmEo6RI4Wvs
https://www.cambridgestudents.cam.ac.uk/files/mindpilot_app.pdf
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Arts-Based Approaches

Arts-Based Approaches (ABA) are all arts-related interventions that focus on 
having a positive impact on health and well-being. The relationship between 

health, well-being and art has been extensively studied (Stuckey & Nobel, 2010; 
Secker, et al., 2018; Fancourt & Finn, 2019). Engagement with art through ac-
tive participation in creative activities and attendance at cultural events can 
have benefits that include: sensory stimulation; self-expression; identity build-
ing; provides a safe place free from judgement; social interaction; sense of be-
longing; improved control over life circumstances; empowerment, etc. (All-Par-
ty Parliamentary Group on Arts, Health and Well-being, [APPG], 2017, p. 20). 
Therefore, the arts are relevant to promoting and enhancing physical and men-
tal health and, indeed, well-being. 
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In the education context, benefits of art interventions on well-being have been 
proved mostly with primary and secondary students (Bungay, & Vella-Burrows, 
2013). As Higher Education (HE) focuses mainly on building scientific and tech-
nical knowledge, the body as an object of education takes a second role (Cruz-
Martínez, 2015). Therefore, it is argued that art intervention is underestimated 
in HE, as it is more relevant to reinforce the intellectual knowledge and academ-
ic success, leaving behind all education related to body expression (Echebarria, 
2021). Using art interventions within the curriculum and as extracurricular ac-
tivities in HEIs, is an effective means allowing students to express their inner 
emotions and collaborate and reinforcing community (Prior, 2018). In conclu-
sion,  ABA in HE has positive effects on mental health and well-being of students 
and faculty (Aaron, et al., 2011; Darewych, 2019). 

In fact, arts-based approaches in HE have been carried out through:

 ⊚ Art Therapy groups.

 ⊚ As a support tool within Counsel-
ling Services.

 ⊚ One-off art workshops.

 ⊚ As elective or extracurricular 
subjects or courses aiming to pro-
mote well-being.

 ⊚ As pedagogical tools to enhance 
learning processes. 

 ⊚ As compulsory courses, especially 
in medical schools, to train future 
health professionals with skills to 
incorporate artistic approaches 
into their profession.

 ⊚ As social or community events like 
social projects, festivals and fairs. 
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Arts-based interventions in HE are growing, especially in current times where 
awareness and concerns regarding students’ mental health  and wellbeing are 
increasing. Some universities are starting to implement extra-curricular activ-
ities related to art as their benefits on student’s mental health and well-being 
have been described. Some examples include the Crafts Studio in University of 
New Mexico, the Arts Studio and Craft Centre at the University of Wisconsin-Mil-
waukee, the Workspace located in the Iowa State University of Science and 
Technology and the Craft Centre in the North Carolina State University (Sand-
mire, et al., 2012). Finally, arts-based approaches can also be used in different 
initiatives such as social projects that are linked to HE institutions transferring 
their benefits to the  community at large. 

Techniques and procedures 

ABA in HE can be applied individually, dually or in groups,  depending on the 
objectives and the chosen artistic technique. According to Fancourt and 

Finn (2019), the relation between Arts and Health, has been categorized on 
five broad topics: performing arts (music, body movement, theatre, singing and 
film); visual arts (design, paint, photography, sculpture and textile art); litera-
ture (creative writing and reading); culture (cultural activities as assisting to 
theatre, festivals, museums and galleries), and electronic art (animation and 
computer graphics). Along these lines, artistic interventions in HE have a wide 
spectrum of artistic techniques that can be applied in different forms and for-
mats.

Photography, collage, drawing, sculpture, body movement, music, painting 
and writing are the most commonly used artistic techniques in HE. However, 
as ICT use increases, electronic art making and online art visualization, are be-
coming promising alternatives to enhance welfare (Thong, 2007; Trupp, et al., 
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2021). Similarly, textile art activities, 
which are not commonly used in HE 
settings, have demonstrated benefits 
for well-being by enhancing empow-
erment and sense of belonging (P�ll�-
nen, 2015).

What are the mental health bene-
fits for HE students and/ or faculty 
of ABA?

Arts and crafts are relevant for improv-
ing relaxation, social relations, coping 
with failure and managing one’s emo-
tions (Huotilainen, et al., 2018). In 
addition, some studies had concluded 
that:

Art activities 
are effective in 
reducing stress 
and anxiety 
levels (Mercer, 
et al., 2010; 
Sandmire, 
2012).

Clay work improves 
emotional expression 
and self-regulation, 
as it has been proved 
effective. in reducing 
negative mood in col-
lege students (Kimport 
& Robbins, 2012).

Arts-based 
interventions 
promote 
well-being and 
improve social 
inclusion (Mar-
grove, 2015).

Art enhances 
learning process-
es and academic 
performance 
(Tyler & Likova, 
2012).

What skills or capacities do HE students develop by participating in the 
activity or practice?

 ⊚ Increase self-esteem and resilience (Roghanchi et al., 2013).
 ⊚ Express their inner concerns and emotions in a non-verbal way, creating 

a reparative emotional experience that enhances their well-being (Price & 
Swan, 2020).

 ⊚ Explore their identity and create new relationships (Boldt & Paul, 2010). 
 ⊚ Enhance self-confidence, reflexivity and promotion of mental health and 

well-being. (Heenan, 2006).



22

 ⊚ Reduce stigma regarding mental health concerns  (Gaiha, et al., 2021).
 ⊚ Stress reduction and improvement in stress management (Martin, et al., 

2018).

Evidence-base of how ABA contributes to enhancement of well-being in 
HE

A quasi-experimental study assessed 
the effects of visual art-making on cor-
tisol levels in 39 young adults. Saliva 
samples were collected to assess corti-
sol levels before and after the art-mak-
ing activity. Results showed that cor-
tisol levels, which are associated with 
stress, decreased significantly after 
the arts-based intervention. In addition, 
participants reported feeling satisfied 
at the end of the session (Kaimal, et al., 
2016).

Sandmire, et al. (2012), meas-
ured the psychological effects 
of art-making in 57 university 
students using the State-Trait 
Anxiety Inventory before and 
after an art-making process. Anx-
iety scores changed significantly 
after art-making, suggesting that 
spending time on art-making pro-
cesses can be helpful in reducing 
stress and improving wellbeing.
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Examples of implementation of ABA in HE institutions
Basque Country University, País Vasco, Spain. 

Art Therapist Janire Echebarria, offered four art-therapy sessions at the Fac-
ulty of Fine Arts of the University of the Basque Country in order to make the 
discipline of art-therapy visible in the HE environment. She also assessed via 
the collection of testimonials, photographic records of artistic productions, 
interviews and direct observation, whether there is a positive at a personal, 
educational or artistic level connected to the art-therapy. More information: 
janireechebarria@gmail.com

University: California State University Fullerton, USA.

Wellness Workshops - Art of Wellness: This set of workshops are comprised 
of 8 sessions where art is used as a way to help students to relax and promote 
wellness. Through music and art materials, HE students are able to have an 
open space to create art pieces while relaxing and reflecting of their own 
feelings and thoughts. More information: https://www.fullerton.edu/caps/pro-
grams/activity%20descriptions.pdf

Where can I find out more about ABA?
Books and Reports

All-Party Parliamentary Group on Arts, Health and Wellbeing, [APPG] (2017). 
Creative Health: The Arts for Health and Wellbeing. Retrieved from: https://
www.culturehealthandwellbeing.org.uk/appg-inquiry/Publications/Cre-
ative_Health_Inquiry_Report_2017_-_Second_Edition.pdf

Clift, S. & Camic, P.M. (2018). Oxford Textbook of Creative Arts, Health, and 
Wellbeing. (2nd Ed). Oxford University Press.

Darewych O.H. (2019) Positive Arts Interventions: Creative Tools Helping 
Mental Health Students Flourish. In: Van Zyl L., Rothmann Sr. S. (eds) The-
oretical Approaches to Multi-Cultural Positive Psychological Interventions. 
Springer, Cham. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-20583-6_19

mailto:janireechebarria@gmail.com
https://www.fullerton.edu/caps/programs/activity descriptions.pdf
https://www.fullerton.edu/caps/programs/activity descriptions.pdf
https://www.culturehealthandwellbeing.org.uk/appg-inquiry/Publications/Creative_Health_Inquiry_Report_2017_-_Second_Edition.pdf
https://www.culturehealthandwellbeing.org.uk/appg-inquiry/Publications/Creative_Health_Inquiry_Report_2017_-_Second_Edition.pdf
https://www.culturehealthandwellbeing.org.uk/appg-inquiry/Publications/Creative_Health_Inquiry_Report_2017_-_Second_Edition.pdf
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Fancourt, D. & Finn, S. (2019). What is the Evidence on the Role of the Arts 
in Improving Health and Well-being? A Scoping Review. Health Evidence 
Network Synthesis Report, No. 67, Copenhagen: World Health Organisation. 
Retrieved from:  http://www.euro.who.int/en/publications/abstracts/what-
is-the-evidence-on-the-role-of-the-arts-in-improving-health-and-well-being-
a-scopingreview-2019

McKay, L., Barton, G., Garvis, S., & Sappa V. (Eds.). (2020). Arts-Based Re-
search, Resilience and Well-being Across the Lifespan. Cham: Palgrave Mac-
millan. DOI: 10.1007/978-3-030-26053-8

Scientific Journals:

Arts & Health: 
https://www.tandfonline.com/toc/rahe20/current#.U2j15oFdV8E
International Journal of Art Therapy: https://www.tandfonline.com/toc/
rart20/current
International Journal of Education Through Art: https://www.intellectbooks.
com/international-journal-of-education-through-art
Journal of Applied Arts & Health: https://www.intellectbooks.com/journal-of-
applied-arts-health
Journal of Creativity in Mental Health: https://www.tandfonline.com/toc/
wcmh20/current
Journal of the American Art Therapy Association: https://www.tandfonline.
com/toc/uart20/current
Papeles de arteterapia y educación artística para la inclusión social: https://
revistas.ucm.es/index.php/ARTE/index

Associations:

All-Party Parliamentary Group on Arts, Health and Wellbeing: https://www.
culturehealthandwellbeing.org.uk/appg-inquiry/
American Art Therapy Association: https://arttherapy.org/
Americans for the Arts: https://www.americansforthearts.org/about-ameri-
cans-for-the-arts
Arts Council: https://www.artscouncil.ie/Arts-in-Ireland/Arts-participation/
Arts-and-health/
Culture, Health and Wellbeing Alliance: https://www.culturehealthandwellbe-
ing.org.uk/

https://www.tandfonline.com/toc/rahe20/current#.U2j15oFdV8E
https://www.tandfonline.com/toc/rart20/current
https://www.tandfonline.com/toc/rart20/current
https://www.intellectbooks.com/international-journal-of-education-through-art
https://www.intellectbooks.com/international-journal-of-education-through-art
https://www.intellectbooks.com/journal-of-applied-arts-health
https://www.intellectbooks.com/journal-of-applied-arts-health
https://www.tandfonline.com/toc/wcmh20/current
https://www.tandfonline.com/toc/wcmh20/current
https://www.tandfonline.com/toc/uart20/current
https://www.tandfonline.com/toc/uart20/current
https://revistas.ucm.es/index.php/ARTE/index
https://revistas.ucm.es/index.php/ARTE/index
https://www.culturehealthandwellbeing.org.uk/appg-inquiry/
https://www.culturehealthandwellbeing.org.uk/appg-inquiry/
https://arttherapy.org/
https://www.americansforthearts.org/about-americans-for-the-arts
https://www.americansforthearts.org/about-americans-for-the-arts
https://www.artscouncil.ie/Arts-in-Ireland/Arts-participation/Arts-and-health/
https://www.artscouncil.ie/Arts-in-Ireland/Arts-participation/Arts-and-health/
https://www.culturehealthandwellbeing.org.uk/
https://www.culturehealthandwellbeing.org.uk/
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European Federation of Art Therapy: https://www.arttherapyfederation.eu/
Database of Art Therapy in European Countries: https://www.arttherapyfed-
eration.eu/art-therapy-on-the-map.html
Grefart Institute: https://www.grefart.org/
Health and Arts Society: https://www.healtharts.org/
International Expressive Arts Therapy Association: https://www.ieata.org/
National Organization for Arts & Health: https://thenoah.net/
The British Association of Art Therapists: https://www.baat.org/

Research Centres and Research Groups:

Arts & Health Research Group: https://www.art.mmu.ac.uk/research/
artsandhealth/
Arts and Humanities Research Council: https://ahrc.ukri.org/
Health and Arts Centre Inc (HARC): http://harc.org.au/harc/
Repository for Arts and Health Resources: https://www.artshealthresources.
org.uk/
Research Centre for Arts & Health: https://www.canterbury.ac.uk/medicine-
health-and-social-care/sidney-de-haan-research-centre/sidney-de-haan-
research-centre.aspx
Research Centre for Arts and Wellbeing:  https://sites.edgehill.ac.uk/rcaw/
Research in Arts and Wellbeing, University of Derby: https://www.derby.
ac.uk/research/centres-groups/digital-and-material-artistic-research-cen-
tre/research-arts-wellbeing/
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Tai Chi in Higher Education 
Dr. Virginija Klimukien�, Vilnius University

Ieva Dzermeikaite Vilnius University

Tai Chi is a branch of Chinese martial arts, developed since the 17th century 
in China (Lan, Chen, Lai, & Wong, 2013). It is based on philosophical notion 

“Grand Ultimate” that describes the universe as well as opposite phenomena 
(Yin and Yang) as a state of dynamic balance (e.g., light and dark, movement 
and stillness, waves and particles) (Jahnke, Larkey, Rogers, Etnier, & Lin, 2010). 
Rooted in Taoism, an ancient Chinese philosophy taught by Lao Tze in the 5th – 
4th century B.C. (Lan et al., 2013), Tai Chi emphasizes harmony and coordina-
tion, as well as the importance of simultaneous performance of relaxation and 
concentration (Yao et al., 2021).

Tai Chi is aims at enhancing physiological and psychological function (Jahnke 
et al., 2010). There are five styles of Tai Chi: Chen, Yang, Wu (Hao), Wu, and Sun. 
The Chen style is the oldest, while Yang style is the most popular (Lan et al., 
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2013). According to traditional practices, Tai Chi is performed as a highly cho-
reographed, lengthy, and complex series of movements; it incorporates Qigong 
exercises as a warm-up, and emphasize the basic three principles for practice 
oriented towards focus on body, breath and mind. (Jahnke et al., 2010). The 
body postures, used in Tai Chi, are named after animal actions (e.g., white 
crane spreads its wings) or martial arts moves (e.g., box both ears) (Harvard 
Health Publishing, 2019). They are performed in a semi-squat position and the 
exercise intensity can be easily adjusted by controlling the speed and postural 
height (Lan et al., 2013). The deep diaphragmatic breathing in combined with 
focus on bodily sensations while making slow and gentile movements. The Tai 
Chi exercises enable the practitioner to achieve the effect of body relaxation, 
calm the mind and Tian Ren He Yi (the integrity with the surrounding) (Zheng 
et al., 2015). 

Procedures and techniques in applying Tai Chi 

Tai Chi is often described as “mediation in motion” (Harvard Health Publish-
ing, 2019), as movements during Tai Chi are performed with relaxed mus-

cles, bent, thus unloaded, joints and connective tissues stretched very lightly. 
Therefore, Tai Chi is suitable for everyone regardless her/his physical condition 
and can address the following aspects of physical health: muscle strength, 
flexibility, coordination and aerobic conditioning (Harvard Health Publishing, 
2019). It is also beneficial for leg strength, tandem balance, mobility and 
gait, balance confidence; it significantly improves mental focus and body 
awareness, thus, enhance cognitive skills, zest for life and rapport with oth-
ers (Chewning et al., 2020). Tai Chi teaches mindfulness, i.e. to concentrate 
on “here and now”, integrating mind/body skills into awareness raising and 
becoming more receptive to both signals of the inner body and perceptions of 
the outer world. It is oriented towards relaxation and deep breathe (Webster 
et al., 2016); therefore, it has a positive effect on the quality of sleep, stress 
relief and neuropsychological functioning (Reid-Arndt, Matsuda, & Cox, 2011). 
Hallisy (2018) summarize, that Tai Chi has an impact on all domains of well-
ness within the human experience: “It has the potential to mindfully impact 
our ability to move efficiently and effectively in our personal, social and oc-
cupational environments. This in turn, provides human beings with emotional 
stability expanding our sense of purpose and providing meaning to our lives 
(spiritual wellness)” (p.263). 
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The Mental Health Benefits of Tai Chi 

The core elements of Tai Chi may have a soothing effect on the ‘fight or 
flight’ nervous system, usually activated in stressful situations (Harvard 

Health Publishing, 2019). The anxiety-reducing effect is evidenced by the 
research with baccalaureate nursing students. The results have shown, that 
the experimental group, involved in Tai Chi practices, experienced significant 
reductions in both cognitive and somatic anxiety (Mulcahy, Holland, Gosse-
lin, & Pittman, 2020). A systematic review of 76 reports combining a study 
sample of 9263 participants (Webster, Luo, Krägeloh, Moir & Henning, 2016) 
extracted similar findings. Tai Chi can benefit participants by improving men-
tal well-being parameters such as reduced symptoms of anxiety, depression, 
compulsion, somatization and phobia as well as increased social flexibility 
and interpersonal sensitivity. Also, it is known to improve physical parameters 
such as increased lung capacity, balance, short-distance run time and quality 
of sleep (Webster et al., 2016). In research with adults who experience chronic 
musculoskeletal pain has shown, that Tai Chi may reduce levels of β-endorphin 
and an endogenous opioid hormone (You et al, 2021).
In summary, consistently practicing Tai Chi doesn’t just make one feel calmer 
for the present moment — it can also help in developing better stress man-
agement skills in the long run (Zheng et al, 2015).

https://earthbalance-taichi.com/2010/12/parasympathetic-system-and-tai-chi/
https://earthbalance-taichi.com/2010/12/parasympathetic-system-and-tai-chi/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2893078/?report=reader
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2893078/?report=reader
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2893078/?report=reader
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What skills or capacities do HE students develop by partic-
ipating in Tai Chi?

The main skills developed by practicing Tai Chi are related to stress man-
agement and coping (Webster et al., 2016). Chen and colleagues (2020) 

suggest, that consistently practicing Tai Chi is instrumental in helping college 
students not only maintain manageable level of stress and anxiety, but also to 
have sufficient sleep time and high sleep quality even when facing increased 
academic-related pressures and stressors, particularly during exam periods 
(Chen, Yu, & Xiong, 2020). Tai Chi also contributes increased self-efficacy and 
improved task performance for students of patient-care studies (Mulcahy et 
al., 2020).

Evidence-base of how Tai Chi contributes to enhancement 
of well-being in HE

Most of the studies regard-
ing the impact of Tai Chi 

practices for different groups 
including HE students are con-
ducted in China (Webster et 
al., 2016). For example, Zheng 
and colleagues (2015) claim-
ing the lack of high methodo-
logical quality studies on the 
effects of Tai Chi practices on 
emotional state, psychological 

well-being and physical fitness of young adults, particularly college students, 
designed two rigorous, prospective randomized controlled trials involving 
206 students of Traditional Chinese Medicine at Fujian University. The results 
have shown, that within 12-week intervention period Tai Chi practice may sig-
nificantly improve the balance ability (measuring open eyes and closed eyes 
parameter) as well as physical flexibility of students compared with usual ex-
ercise. This is particularly beneficial for HE students, who spend long periods 
sitting while studying (Mulcahy et al., 2020). 
Mulcahy, Holland, Gosslin, & Pittman (2020), seeking to identity evidence for 
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the benefits of Tai Chi in improving the mental and physical health of students 
in higher education, conducted a systematic review of English and Chinese 
scientific literature. Based on the evidence from 8 English language articles 
and 68 Chinese reports (combining the sample of 9263 tertiary students), the 
authors conclude, that Tai Chi has aerobic but not anaerobic physical bene-
fits, and these outcomes are consistent with the low impact nature of Tai Chi 
practice (Mulcahy et al., 2020). In terms of psychosocial well-being, the study 
revealed benefits of Tai Chi practice on reduced symptoms of depression, anx-
iety and increased interpersonal sensitivity. Furthermore, Tai Chi practice may 
affect the reduced symptoms of compulsion, somatization, phobia and hostili-
ty (Mulcahy et al., 2020). 

Examples of the implementation of Tai Chi in HE

Lancaster University

The Confucius Institute at Lancaster coducts an online Tai Chi class, since this 
is a perfect way to release the tension in neck and shoulders, resulting from 
spending much time sitting at the computer; and also to get the energy flow-
ing smoothly from head to toe while performing gentle stretches and deep 
breathing. This class helps energise and refresh in just 30 minutes. Therefore 
it is ideal for students and teachers who are very busy and do not have much 
time for exercises. The class takes place on Teams with a qualified and experi-
enced instructor of Tai Chi (https://portal.lancaster.ac.uk/portal/news/article/
free-virtual-tai-chi-for-students)

University of York

The University of York Tai Chi Chuan Club gives the opportunity to learn and 
train in the art of Tai Chi Chuan for anyone at any level of mastery. The classes 
of Tai Chi Chuan give room for practicing different motion and breathing exer-
cises; thus, provide students with understanding of their body mechanics and 
relaxation. Additionally, self-defence applications of the form are taught, both 
to advance martial skill as well as an understanding of the form itself (https://
yusu.org/activities/view/tai-chi)

https://portal.lancaster.ac.uk/portal/news/article/free-virtual-tai-chi-for-students
https://portal.lancaster.ac.uk/portal/news/article/free-virtual-tai-chi-for-students
https://yusu.org/activities/view/tai-chi
https://yusu.org/activities/view/tai-chi
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University College London

Tai Chi Session with Alex Hall. Tai Chi involves yoga-like postures and a wide 
range of different kinds of physical movements and exercises from the slow 
motion, deep reaching and personally therapeutic. Like me, like Yoga, it in-
volves the body, takes away any thoughts by focusing on delicate movement 
resulting peace and joy in the present experience. In session with Alex, partic-
ipants learn the ancient Chinese wisdom of Tai Chi and how to use it for their 
own benefits (https://www.ucl.ac.uk/ioe/student-helpdesk/events/2021/jan/
tai-chi-session-alex-hall)

Where can I find out more about Tai Chi? 
Links

General information: https://taichihealth.com
A Guide to Tai Chi: https://www.nhs.uk/live-well/exercise/guide-to-tai-chi/
Tai Chi: A gentle way to fight stress: https://www.mayoclinic.org/
healthy-lifestyle/stress-management/in-depth/tai-chi/art-20045184 
Tai Chi at home for beginners: https://made4fighters.com/blog/an-easy-
guide-to-tai-chi-for-beginners-at-home/
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Stress and anxiety are major issues for many students (Guthrie et al, 1998; 
Suldo et al, 2008; Amanvermez et al, 2020). They can affect their motiva-

tion and their academic performance (Ahn et al, 2007; Sanders & Lushington, 
2002). It is not only students who experience these barriers to wellbeing, 
however; staff working with students commonly experience stress (Masuka & 
Muchemwa, 2015; �nn� & Sent�rk, 2020) and burnout (Kugiejko, 2015; Salami, 
2011). Therefore, this section on meditation will introduce ways in which var-
ious forms of meditation, including yoga as moving meditation, could help to 
enhance both staff and student wellbeing. 
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Meditation, Yoga and the Body Work

Meditation can be described as a complex family of training practices in 
attention, emotional regulation (Lutz, et al, 2008) and metacognitive 

awareness (Thompson, 2006). This training contributes to the development 
of a more veridical experience of the world – in other words, helping us to see 
things as they are, and notice what we are projecting onto the world with judg-
ments, expectations, et cetera. It helps us to become more aware of the con-
tents of our consciousness; our thoughts, our mental states (Semmens-Wheel-
er & Dienes, 2012) through a combination of attentional and emotional 
training. This can involve attending to a single object of awareness, which can 
be a sound, a concept, an image, bodily sensations, with the aim of increasing 
existential insight (West, 2019).  

From a more spiritual perspective, meditation is a technique to help to still the 
mind by during the senses to a single point and attaching from the external in-
fluences of the world. It helps to two centre of the mind and cultivate equanim-
ity, which means that we are not blown about by the worldly winds and are less 
prone to frustration and the difficulties of life. This means that we don’t react 
so much and cultivate greater levels of acceptance. 

Meditation practice in the shorter term, in particular mindfulness-based train-
ing, is also used for the treatment of stress (Miller et al 1995), depression (Ra-
mel et al,2004; Teasdale et al, 2000), addiction (Bowen et al, 2006), pain man-
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agement (Kabat-Zinn et al, 1985), and emotional processing (Desbordes et 
al, 2012; Rosenberg et al, 2015). Below are descriptions of three key forms of 
meditation, (mindfulness meditation, loving-kindness meditation and its deriv-
atives, and body meditation (to include yoga). These will be further discussed 
in relation to their benefits and application in HE settings.

Mindfulness meditation has been the most prominent form in recent years 
and is typically what can be found when reading about meditation (e.g., West, 
2019; Sauer-Zavala et al, 2012). It generally incorporates sitting meditation, 
body scan, and sometimes walking meditation. The focus of sitting meditation 
is commonly the breath; body scan involves slowly scanning one’s attention 
through the body, attending to physical sensations; walking meditation brings 
awareness to the body, and is traditionally done by walking back and forth on a 
path or circumambulating. 

Another family of meditation practice are known as the Brahma Vihāras or 
Divine Abodes, also known as the Four Immeasurables. The most commonly 
known is loving-kindness meditation, but other related practices include cul-
tivation of compassion, appreciative joy, and equanimity. These practices They 
are practiced by bringing to mind oneself, a good friend, a neutral person, a per-
son with whom one has some difficulty, and then all beings, wishing them well. 
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(An alternative to the first stage is imagining receiving loving-kindness from 
loved one/s/). Phrases are traditionally used ion the practices, such as “May I/
you be well…. May I/you be happy…. May I/you be free from suffering….”. 

The Satipaṭṭhāna (Discourse on the Foundations of Mindfulness) sutta is the 
key, foundational canonical text outlining the system of Buddhist meditation 
through the contemplation of four foundations. Its starting point is the body, 
followed by feeling (e.g., pleasure or pain), consciousness (mind, or mind-
fulness of mental states; not made up of ideas – we might also call this me-
ta-awareness), and then mental factors (or mental states or objects, e.g., wis-
dom, desire, delusion, which arise and pass away). The body is seen as the first 
foundation of mindfulness upon which the others can be developed, and yoga, 
especially traditional and mindful yoga, can be seen as a form of body medita-
tion. 

Yoga is an ancient and complex tradition or path, of which the goal is to become 
free from material constraints and achieve enlightenment (Taimni, 1961). The 
word ‘yoga’ means It is the art of knowing one myself, including one’s mind 
and body. It also helps in developing a sense of equanimity in life. This involves 
discipline in the mind, body, and emotions. Yoga means “join”, “bind”, “yoke” 
or “union” and implies a sense of oneness and harmony. It is also a balance 
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state of mind and body. Yoga āsana (posture) practice can be an easier way to 
achieve meditative benefits than sitting meditation during times of emotional 
distress (Sauer-Zavala et al, 2021). Awareness of one’s body can help to loosen 
the intense subjectivity that often gives rise to rumination. This is done by per-
forming a sequence of movements and postures, while maintaining awareness 
of the breath. Sometimes the breath is synchronised with movement, which is a 
more challenging process, but which has a focussing and concentrative effect. 

The most common form of yoga in the West in Hatha yoga. The aim of this yoga 
is “to create an absolute balance of the interacting activities and processes of 
the physical body, mind and energy” (Muktibodhananda, 1998). Another pri-
mary aim of Hatha yoga can be said to be the development of strength and 
suppleness in the body, allowing the practitioner to sit in meditation without 
being disturbed by bodily discomfort. Hatha yoga combines niyama (how you 
treat yourself), yama (how you treat others) and asana as a starting point from 
which to spiritually evolve. 

It is important to note that, while these techniques have been described as dis-
crete practices, they do overlap considerably. In fact, the more experienced one 
becomes in these practices, the less distinction is found between them, as one 
imbues their sitting mindfulness meditation and yoga practice with loving kind-
ness and compassion for themselves, their bodies, and for all beings, becomes 
more concentrated on the breath in yoga asana practice, and becomes more 
mindfully aware feelings and emotions and breath in loving-kindness medita-
tion. The beauty in the range of techniques is that each person can choose the 
path that works best for them. 

Skills and benefits of meditation and body work

There are a range of potential mental health benefits and skills for HE stu-
dents using these meditation and body practices, and these are especially 

important given the 450% increase, over the last decade, of students in the UK 
reporting mental health issues on their university applications (UCAS, 2021).  
Stress is a physical and mental health symptom of its own, but it also under-
pins a range of other conditions and symptoms, such as burnout, reduced 
sleep quality, and anxiety. Meditation is well-known to reduce stress and even 
increase forgiveness, which is a potential determinant of mental wellbeing 
(e.g., Gotink et al, 2016; Oman et al, 2008; Sharma & Rush, 2014) and even 
relatively short interventions can produce effects. Four weeks of twice-daily 
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10-minute sessions of entering meditation reduced stress levels and increas-
es trait mindfulness in students in one study (Dorais & Gutierrez, 2021). 
Moreover, these effects were sustained 3 months later.  Qualitative measures 
of a semester-long yoga course, which combined traditional yoga philosophy 
with physical meditation and yoga practice, delivered to university students 
indicated that students reported relaxation, focus, empowerment and greater 
perspective as result of the course. Given that stress and anxiety are related 
to impaired academic performance, as well as generally worse health, these 
outcomes are likely to be beneficial across a wide range of students. 

The information so far has focussed on students; however, meditation and 
yoga can also provide these benefits to staff working with students, such 
as counsellors, administrators and academics. Staff wellbeing has suffered, 
and stress and burnout have become increasingly common (Weale, 2019; 
Urbina-Garcia, 2020), especially following deleterious effects resulting from 
the Covid-91 pandemic (Erlam et al, 2021; Miguel et al, 2021). Yoga and 
meditation can be effective as effective self-care strategies to develop and 
sustain personal wellness, self-compassion, and professional competence, 
which is important in staff who work with students, including counsellors and 
faculty. Such practices cannot replace the need for workplace and workload 
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management, which are large factors in burnout, but they can help to devel-
op resilience and a sense of connection which can, in turn, help to protect 
mental health and wellbeing. A four-week yoga programme for women in-
creased general and social wellness in professional and trainee counsellors. 
The programme included some additional features (compared to traditional 
yoga), aimed enhance creativity, connection, self-awareness, and social sup-
port (Thompson et al, 2017). Another programme, which incorporated yoga, 
meditation and qigong into a master’s counselling programme, led to greater 
awareness, resilience, and reduced mental and emotional reactivity (Schure 
et al, 2008). There has been little published research on applying these tech-
niques within for staff within an HE setting, but the extant research is clearly 
applicable and the findings to date are encouraging. 

An important caveat is that meditation and yoga are not “quick fixes”, howev-
er, and skills require some commitment to develop meaningfully. They are also 
not answers to systemic problems of structural and institutional inequality, 
workload, and other stress-inducing factors, yet they can help to develop 
skills and qualities that help to protect from stress, depression and anxiety, 
and resilience (Rogers, 2013; Seppala et al, 2014; Tolahunase et al, 2018) and 
coping with stress (Kabat-Zinn, 2013; Kang et al, 2009) through adapting cog-
nitive processing and attentional focus, and emotional regulation, which are 
reflected in neuroplasticity (Cramer et al, 2017; Naveen et al, 2013). 

A number of universities in the UK and USA have meditation and yoga courses 
available. For example, the University of Bristol offer online and face-to-to 
face yoga for staff (http://www.bristol.ac.uk/staff/social/clubs/yoga/), with 
the aim of promoting “strength, stamina, steadiness and flexibility…. physi-
cal health and mental well-being, balance and harmony”. Bangor University 
(https://www.bangor.ac.uk/mindfulness/8weekcourse.php.en) run an 8-week 
course of weekly 2.5 hour-long sessions on mindfulness meditation and move-
mebt, aiming to help participants to become aware, to be able to tackle prob-
lems, and learn ways to handle mood and emotions. 

http://www.bristol.ac.uk/staff/social/clubs/yoga/
https://www.bangor.ac.uk/mindfulness/8weekcourse.php.en
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Links to General Guides to Meditation and Yoga

https://www.wildmind.org/ - Wildmind is an online meditation centre - a 
place where anyone can learn to meditate or deepen their existing practice.
https://www.insightmeditation.org/ - This website offers a range of resourc-
es on meditation and Buddhist teachings
https://www.muslimmeditation.net/about - A website run by a group of 
women who share meditation as a practice within Islam
https://wccm.org/ - The World Community of Christian Meditation – a wealth 
of resources (including links to retreats and events) of meditation grounded 
in the Christian faith
https://blog.ocm.com/posts/the-benefits-of-yoga-for-college-students - 
Read about the benefits of yoga for university students
https://www.nhs.uk/live-well/exercise/guide-to-yoga/ - National Health Ser-
vice guide to yoga – contains useful information, as well as some guides
https://yogawithadriene.com/ -Adriene Mishler is an international yoga 
teacher who has lots of classes available for free on Youtube.com, as well as 
on this website
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Gamification in higher education and its posi-
tive impact on mental health for students and 
educators
 Jelena Nastić-Stojanović,  Western Balkans Institute 

Gamification in HE 

The term gamification means the use of game-like elements in non-enter-
tainment/game-based contexts to motivate (information system) users 

to change their behavior (Deterding, Sicart et al., 2011; Hamari et al., 2014). 
In HE, gamification is most often used to describe a single strategy that uses 
various activities and rewards to instill students and/or teachers’ engagement 
in teaching and learning in both arts and sciences courses. Introduction of 
gamification elements into HE courses represents one of the most innovative 
and creative practices in the 21st century.  

Gamification is based on game theory, i.e. it entails game-like elements, for 
instance, scoreboards, competition, time track, levels, avatars, collaboration, 
levels, badges, leaderboards, feedback, etc. in order to boost the engagement 
level of users regarding a particular task, course, product or service. The con-
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cept involves game design elements and delivery platforms. Also, it underpins 
established theories of intrinsic motivation (e.g. self-determination theory) 
through employment of motivational features including immediate success 
feedback, continuous progress feedback, goal-setting, customizable avatars 
and environments, or narratives providing emotional and value-based ratio-
nales for an activity (Johnson et al., 2016).

Even though somewhat contested for its neutral effects on the users observed 
in several studies and the lack of clear classification of gamification elements 
and their specific effectiveness (Sch�bel & S�ller, 2020), in a recent article 
Johnson et al. (2016) point out to several gamification benefits including 
health and wellbeing. Gamification’s accessibility, appealing design, appli-
cability, cost-efficiency, fit for fitting users’ busy schedules, and immediacy 
boost wellbeing elements such as positive emotions, engagement, relation-
ships, meaning, and accomplishment. Regarding mental health benefits, gam-
ification influences positively personal growth and flourishing (Ludden et al., 
2014) and decreases stress and anxiety (Dennis and O’Toole, 2014).

Using gamification as an intervention method in HE is new. Gamification prac-
tices are being applied for the past decade and in somewhat limited scope at 
different HEIs. Even though the method is applied more frequently to increase 
motivation and interaction between instructors and students, it should be not-
ed that several common impediments still prohibit its wider (Sánchez-Mena 
& Martí-Parreño, 2016). They include lack of resources (e.g., time, training, 
classroom settings, and economic support), students’ interest, subjects’ spe-
cifics, and classroom dynamics.
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It is expected that gamification use in HE will increase in years to come also 
because of COVID-19 and the need for a more interactive e-learning concept, 
since it provides immediate feedback, clear and meaningful goals, small tasks, 
and supports active learning in virtual settings. Social interaction is one foun-
dation of gamification (Sánchez-Martín et al., 2017).

In applying gamification technique at HEI, teachers and students use a set of 
skills that produce psychological and behavioral changes, including inventive-
ness, creativity and technological savvy. Gamified course modules comprise 
video lectures, audio clips, slide shows, quizzes, case scenarios, virtual simu-
lations, website links with resources for further detailed reading, and various 
tasks and assignments integrated into the game.

Intervening with Gamification in HE’s Classrooms

Blending gamification with tra-
ditional teaching and learning 

methods increases effectiveness 
and efficiency of educational pro-
cesses. Students exposed to gam-
ification methods enhance their 
critical thinking, communication, 
collaboration, self-led learning, 
imagination and creativity capaci-
ties. Recent studies also show that 
the use of gamification sharpens the observation skills of HE’s students and 
this generalizes to real-life situations. The gamification approach to teaching 
and learning is a holistic and interdisciplinary approach that is easily applied 
in the teaching-learning process.

HE instructors’ core benefits from the intervention method included increased 
interactivity with students and higher levels of participation and inclusion. 
As Santos-Villalba et al. (2020) argue, implementation of gamified education 
may lead to the increase in self-esteem, self-confidence, and to pedagogical 
commitment of both teachers and students. Gamification represents an ob-
vious opportunity to build more fruitful, dynamic, innovative, and democratic 
classes based on the creation of atmospheres and scenarios that invite learn-
ing.
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The evidence-base for applying Gamification to enhance 
well-being in HE

Research on gamification’s impact on HE’s instructors and students has 
focused on its positive influence on engagement and motivation for teach-

ing and learning. Rivera and Gardner (2021) fill the gap between practice 
and theory through the synthesis of student engagement and gamification 
literature into a new Gamification for Student Engagement Framework in order 
to understand how gamification influence students’ engagement in learning, 
but also how it may improve student satisfaction and wellbeing across many 
HE settings and disciplines. The study concludes that it is possible to select a 
game attribute for employment in a gamification strategy by identifying the 
psychological domain shared between the learning outcome/educational aim 
and the desired change in student experience and engagement. Other out-
comes of students’ engagement, such as wellbeing and satisfaction, are also 
affected positively. 

In the study on students’ evaluation of gamification in HE (Santos-Villalba et 
al., 2021) 187 students at Malaga University took part. Most of the students 
had experience with gamification. The results revealed the students perceived 
gamification as an active method that has positive effects on the motivation 
of both students and teachers. Concerning the educational applications of 
gamification, the participants perceived that these applications in the class-
room can contribute to the acquisition of digital skills and social and civic val-
ues, which all contribute to their well-being.

Promising innovative practices based on the use of gamification are being 
used in a variety of countries, tertiary education levels, disciplines and con-
texts–urban and rural. It is also interesting to note that several practices com-
bine gamification along. with mindfulness to provide a more positive influence 
on teachers’ and students’ well-being in the HE context.

Brain Booth Initiative was created in 2016 at Humboldt State University in Cal-
ifornia as an example of the use of gamification at a rural, public university as 
an example of an innovative practice that, in combination with mindfulness, 
supporting students towards achieving their academic successes (mindful-
ness) and wellbeing (gamification) during the studies in the Information Lit-
eracy (IL) field in higher education.  Situated in a Library space, the initiative 
aims to offer students and staff informal, experiential space to learn about 
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the mind body connection and optimize learning and use the hands-on tools 
and activities grouped around different stations: color-relax, game-relax, 
light-therapy, sound-relax, audio-meditate, prompt-meditate, video-meditate, 
gratitude-express, virtual reality-immerse, and biofeedback (resilience train-
ing device that measures coherence levels and heart rate variability). Because 
it was well-received in the campus community, it was recently embedded in 
the course curricula across the departments of Child Development and Kine-
siology & Recreation Administration, the School of Business, World Languages 
& Cultures and Psychology. In relation to a course curriculum assignments, 
students visited the Brain Booth during class time, engaged with the activities 
and had to write a reflection on the activities in relation to their studies and 
their wellbeing. The students acknowledged the high value of the approach 
expressing acute interest in the game-relax station, which was among the top 
three preferred activities along with color-relax and biofeedback.

Another promising practice comes from Montreal in Canada, where McGill Uni-
versity Institute for Human Development and Well-being (IHDW) established 
the Games and Gamification for Human Development & Well-being (GHDW) 
Working Group. It is an interdisciplinary group that aims to create a commu-
nity of McGill researchers, whose research interests include games studies. 
They will ultimately collectively create settings for both research and the use 
of games and gamification to enhance Human Development and Well-being at 
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the University. The interdisciplinary Group includes the following departments: 
Educational and Counselling Psychology, Integrated Studies in Education, Ki-
nesiology & Physical Education, Art History & Communication Studies, Family 
Medicine, the Schulich School of Music and the Desautels Faculty of Manage-
ment.

Gamification: Links 

https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.648552/full#B37 
https://www.mcgill.ca/ihdw/ghdw 
https://libguides.humboldt.edu/brainbooth 
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