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WE ARE MORE THAN THINGS THAT THINK: 
MEDITATIONS ON EMBODIED LEARNERS, 

LEARNING, AND INSTRUCTION  
AN INTERACTIVE PRESENTATION 

Jennifer L. McMahon, East Central University 

EXTENDED ABSTRACT 

In his Meditations on First Philosophy, René Descartes (1596-1650) reinforced the long-standing 
divide between the body and mind by asserting that we are fundamentally “thing[s] that thin[k].” Relegating 
the body to an accidental role, even asserting we can exist without it, Descartes’ work galvanized centuries 
of dualistic thinking regarding the embodied subject, thinking that traces its roots back to Plato (428-348 
B.C.E.). Dualistic thinking persists to this day, even despite our best efforts, and it is a serious obstacle to
effective pedagogy.

In their Facilitating Learning with the Adult Brain in Mind, Kathleen Taylor and Catherine 
Marienau work to deconstruct Cartesian dualism and demonstrate its adverse impact on learning. Drawing 
from current research in educational psychology and cognitive science (Kahneman, 2011), they examine 
the way in which cognition is anchored in the body and its processes, effectively creating a “unified theory” 
of body and mind. This theory is supported by other extant scholarship on embodied learning. Collectively, 
this research paints the portrait of humans as things that can think because, not in spite of, their embodiment. 

This presentation shares, and creates the opportunity to discuss, concrete strategies for collegiate 
level instruction that are designed to foster increased cognitive success by focusing attention on developing 
the necessary condition for it: physical and psychological security and well-being. This presentation 
explores the impact of factors such as stress, inadequate sleep, financial pressure, and food insecurity, 
among others, on academic performance and student satisfaction. It discusses techniques that have been 
used by the presenter in the classroom setting to address and mitigate some of these factors. These include 
sleep journals and guided mindfulness meditation.  

In addition, the presentation examines the necessity of considering instructors as embodied agents 
whose efficacy can be compromised as a result of the inherited tendency to overlook embodiment and its 
role in professional performance. It considers the predisposition that many individual faculty members may 
have to succumb to dualistic thinking as well as strategies to ensure faculty are provided with sufficient 
support to consistently perform at an optimal level. 

SELECT REFERENCES 

Amaral, A. P., Soares, M. J., Pinto A. M., Pereira, A. T., Madeira, N., Bos, S. C., Marques, M., Roque C., 
& Macedo, A. (2018). Sleep difficulties in college students: The role of stress, affect and cognitive 
processes. Psychiatry Research, 260, 331-337. https://doi:10.1016/j.psychres.2017.11.072 

Almojali, A. I., Almalki, S. A., Alothman, A. S., Masuadi, E. M., & Alaqeel, M. K. (2017). The 
prevalence and association of stress with sleep quality among medical students. Journal of Epidemiology 
and Global Health, 7(3):169-174. https://doi:10.1016/j.jegh.2017.04.005 



2019 Transformative Learning Conference Proceedings | 2 
 

Davis, D., & Hayes, J. (2011). “What are the benefits of mindfulness? A practice review of 
psychotherapy-related research.” Frontiers in Psychology, 48(2): 198-208. 
 
Descartes, R. (1993). Meditations on first philosophy. (Cress, D., Trans). Indianapolis, IN: Hackett. 
(Original work published 1641). 
 
Mohammed, A. H. et al (2002). “Environmental enrichment and the brain.” In M.A. Hofman, et al. 
Plasticity in the Adult Brain: From Genes to Neurotherapy. New York, NY: Elsevier.   
 
Jyoti, D. F., Frongillo, E. A., and Jones, S. J. (2005). “Food insecurity affects school children's academic 
performance, weight gain, and social Skills.” The Journal of Nutrition, 135(12), 2831-2839. 
https://doi.org/10.1093/jn/135.12.2831  
 
Kahneman, D. (2011). Thinking, fast and slow. New York, NY: Farrar, Straus, and Giroux. 
 
Lund, H., Reider, B., Whiting, A., & Pritchard, R (2010). “Sleep patterns and predictors of disturbed 
sleep in a large population of college students.” Journal of Adolescent Health, 46(2):124-32. https://doi: 
10.1016/j.jadohealth.2009.06.016. 
 
Mueller, S. (2011). “The influence of emotion on cognitive control: Relevance for development and 
adolescent psychopathology.” Frontiers in Psychology, 2, 327. https://doi:10.3389/fpsyg.2011.00327 
 
Plato (1993). Phaedo. (Grube, G.M.A, Trans). Indianapolis, IN: Hackett Publishing, 1993.  
 
Skulmowski, A., & Rey, G. D. (2018). “Embodied learning: Introducing a taxonomy based on bodily 
engagement and task integration.” Cognitive Research: Principles and Implications. 3(6). https://doi: 
10.1186/s41235-018-0092-9  
 
Tatter, G. (2018). “Food insecurity on college campuses.” Harvard Graduate School of Education. 
Retrieved from https://www.gse.harvard.edu/news/uk/18/11/food-insecurity-college-campuses.  
 
Taylor, K. & Marienau, C. (2016). Facilitating learning with the adult brain in mind: A conceptual and 
practical guide. New York, NY: Wiley and Sons. 
 

 
For further information, contact the lead presenter: 

Jennifer L. McMahon, M.A., Ph.D. 
Professor of Philosophy and English 

East Central University 
1100 E. 14th Street 

Ada, OK 74820 
Phone: (580) 559-5452 

E-Mail: jmcmahon@ecok.edu 

 
 
 

https://doi.org/10.1093/jn/135.12.2831
https://dx.doi.org/10.3389%2Ffpsyg.2011.00327
https://www.gse.harvard.edu/news/uk/18/11/food-insecurity-college-campuses

	2019 Proceedings Completed 7
	2019 Proceedings Completed 8



