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Self-Improvement Project 

 Self-improvement is a topic that is often associated with resolutions developed near or 

following the New Year; however, in most efforts tied to self-improvement, people naturally fall 

short of their goal to be “healthier, more physically fit, or organized” due to poor planning and 

execution.  Recognizing the nature of such goals, and working within the confines of an overly 

packed schedule, I decided to embark on an adventure to develop a method for coping with 

various stressors, compulsive thinking, as well as a general lack of awareness with respect to my 

existential situation (which, more often than not, is actually a-okay and not some world-ending 

crisis).  The purpose of this exercise then is to detail my efforts in practicing various forms of 

meditation in an effort to simply calm down and work through the stress of functioning as a 

friend, family member, course instructor, practitioner-in-training, and graduate student.  Utilizing 

scholarly articles, I will define meditation as a practice, as well as identify ways in which 

meditation has shown to improve personal health, emotional stability and mental well-being.  I 

will then describe the way in which I went about initiating the practice.  Finally, I will reflect on 

my findings, discussing the implications (positive and negative) of my attempt at practicing 

meditation, followed by an exploration of future practices, as well as areas of improvement. 

Meditation Defined  

 Wisner, Jones, & Gwim (2010) note that there are many definitions of meditation, and 

that for the sake of research, believe that a common definition must be utilized so as to create 

consistent understanding (p. 151).  Using a definition pulled from the work of Shapiro, Wisner et 

al. (2010) define meditation as a “family of techniques which have in common a conscious 

attempt to focus attention in a nonanalytical way and an attempt to not dwell on discursive 

thought” (p. 151).  Though often associated with religious and/or spiritual movements (such as 
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Christianity or Buddhism), meditation researchers claim that the practice often utilizes habits or 

routines (awareness of breathing, and so forth) that are not exclusive to a particular tradition.  

Meditation is often accomplished through various forms, including mindfulness meditation 

(which shall be explored in greater detail later on), as well as mantra meditation, yoga, tai chi, 

and quigong.   

Mindfulness meditation is often associated with “focusing on the flow of the breath, 

while allowing discursive thoughts to ‘simply pass’’’ (Zeidan, Johsnon, Gordan, & Goolkasian, 

2010, p. 867).  Typically, this is the more common practice of meditation, and is focused on 

developing present moment awareness (Wisner et al., 2010., p. 151).  The process on focusing on 

breath, something that occurs moment by moment without conscious awareness, promotes 

deepened awareness with respect to ourselves and moments as they exist in the here and now.  It 

is recommended that such efforts are practiced daily for twenty minutes in the morning and 

evening. 

Mantra meditation, on the other hand, incorporates the repeating of a particular word, 

thought or even a sound in an effort to “quiet the mind” (Wisner et al., 2010, p. 151).  In most 

cases, mantra meditation is accomplished through being “guided” by a facilitator or leader that 

instructs a group or individual (in person or via recording) to focus on particular thoughts 

(relaxation, positive self-regard, and so forth).  For the purpose of this assignment, I would 

choose a combination of both mantra-centered meditation, as well as mindfulness meditation. 

Health Benefits 

As far as the benefits of meditation are concerned, the practice, in general, is shown to 

provide individuals with a practice that teaches persons to “appraise everyday life events in a 

manner that does not initiate negative stress response” (Zeidan et al., 2010. 867).  In Zeidan et 
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al.’s (2010) study, results show that the contemplative practice can in fact reduce pain ratings, 

stress and negative attitudes (p. 867).  Through additional observations, Zeidan et al. (2010) were 

able to identify that participants heart rates, as well as blood pressure, decreased after several 

sessions (which varied in length and time) (p. 871). 

A recent study conducted by Hollis-Walker & Colisomo (2011) reveals that individuals 

that were able to develop a strong sense of mindfulness (described as an awareness of the here 

and now) “also tended to score high on self-compassion, psychological well-being, 

agreeableness, extraversion, openness, and conscientiousness, and low on neuroticism.”  Hollis-

Walkder & Colisomo’s (2011) findings suggest that those who practice meditation for the 

purpose of developing mindfulness or awareness, inevitably, are better equipped to “recognize, 

manage, and resolve day-to-day problems, which promotes a healthy mind.”  Tanner, Travis, 

Gaylord-King, Haaga, Grosswald, & Schneider (2009) share similar findings from others which 

confirm Hollis-Walker Colisomo’s findings, ultimately concluding that “instruction in, and 

practice of, [meditation] led to significant increases in self-reported mindfulness.  In essence, the 

practice of meditation then can be quite beneficial in calming an overactive mind. 

Hickey (2010), commenting on the formation of the “Mindfulness-Based Stress 

Reduction (MBSR), which molecular biologist Jon Kabat-Zinn, Ph.D., developed at the 

University of Massachusetts Medical Center in 1971,” remains somewhat skeptical of the way in 

which meditation is being marketed (p. 169).  A great number of “medical studies on MBSR 

have linked it to faster recovery from psoriasis outbreaks, improved cardiac health, fewer post-

chemotherapy symptoms among cancer patients, greater immune responses to flu vaccine, and 

increased activity—possibly even neural growth—in areas of the brain associated with positive 

mood;” however, the origins of such practices are inherently religious (p. 169, p. 174).  Hickey’s 
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(2010) claims against the practice as individualistic are that the practice of mindfulness 

meditation or yoga was initially a community-based practice (p. 174).  The necessity of forming 

relationships with a mentor, as well as exploring institutional and community-based qualities 

which might challenge the individual, is critical with respect to developing true awareness (p. 

175). 

Methodology 

The first step toward developing a methodology primarily involved establishing an 

operational definition of meditation (which, as previously mentioned, encompasses a wide 

variety of different methods).  With the previous information regarding meditation made known 

by reviewing various scholarly articles, I began by establishing a quasi-regular routine in which I 

practiced mindfulness-based meditation or mantra-centered meditation.  The hypothesis that I 

would attempt to prove through the pursuit of a regular practice involved establishing that 

meditation would not only help me calm my hypercritical mind, but also help me achieve greater 

positive affect.    

Having had some previous experience dabbling in meditative practices while completing 

my undergraduate career, in addition to participation in several workshops on the subject, my 

initial plan involved setting aside ten-minutes every other night (Sunday, Tuesday, and 

Wednesday, the more stressful days of my week) to practice.  Recalling earlier recommendations 

(from session facilitators as well as several counselors), my hope was to ease myself into a more 

regular habit of practicing meditation, eventually building up to longer periods of time spend in a 

contemplative state.  Being aware of my own tendencies with respect to hypercritical thinking 

and dwelling, I wanted to establish a soft transition with respect to immersing myself in 
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meditation, rather than force myself to practice for forty to sixty minutes per evening, as 

recommended by Wisner and other researchers.   

Music was greatly beneficial in beginning and continuing these exercises.  Being turned 

on to ambient artists such as Brian Eno, Matthew Cooper and Keith Kenniff, as well as acoustic 

artists such as Andy McKee and Peter Broderick, I began utilizing music as a means of drowning 

out external distractions, focusing primarily on compositions that would assist in calming me 

rather than arousing or exciting me while meditating.  The hope with this effort involved creating 

a psychological association that would (in later exercises) assist in focusing my thoughts. Other 

methods for drowning out external distractions came through the use of Youtube videos 

(primarily audio portions) which provided guided meditation sessions (mantra-based) focusing 

on stillness, self-esteem, as well as relaxation. 

 The difficulty in detailing one’s progress toward self-improvement, I believe, lies in 

objectively approaching subjective experiences.  For the purpose of documenting different 

meditation exercises, I decided that I would write brief journal entries in a small Moleskine 

notebook, commenting on the thoughts that had crossed my mind while practicing meditation, 

describing my thoughts or feelings after the fact, or detailing a personal mantra (a question, 

perhaps, or maybe a phrase at that given point in time) on which I had chosen to focus.  Another 

effort to detail my experience would also involve using Seligman’s (2002) PANAS model, which 

I would record on a weekly basis (p. 33).   Mostly, for the purpose of personal reference, the 

model provides an opportunity to document changes in how expressive one is of positive 

emotions.  A gradual change in positive affect, or the degree to which I express positive 

emotions might (hypothetically speaking) correlate with the regular practice of meditation, 

providing me with evidence that something is happening.   
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Results 

Beginning Week 3, I was able to practice two ten-minute sessions before becoming 

distracted by other items (mostly homework-related).  These two exercises incorporated an audio 

recording using a mantra-based format, as well as focusing on breathing and mental recitation of 

various phrases tied to positive self-regard.  After utilizing a guided meditation exercise found on 

Youtube (focusing on relaxation), I wrote the following (Tuesday, April 12): 

“The practice is helpful in that it’s calming and gives me something to focus on.  I feel at 

 ease, but I’m not sure if this is my desire for sleep masking itself as peacefulness.  I’m  

 really don’t know if practicing breathing exercises on my own would be helpful at this  

 point.  Perhaps I should stick with the videos and audio clips in which someone guides  

 me through this process and literally tells me what to do.  I noticed thoughts floating in  

 and out that took me away from focusing on the present moment, like prepping my lesson  

 plan for tomorrow’s class or grading the last batch of papers.” 

The guided practices were easy to start with, as a figure other than myself was instructing me to 

focus on concepts or practices that I might not so easily be able to if operating independently.   

Music, which was incorporated early on in my exercises, proved to be useful for limiting 

distractions, though at times the music itself deterred me from focusing on my breathing. 

Toward the middle of Week 3, I became ill (high fever, aches, chills, as well as a cough) 

and was unable to continue effectively practicing mantra or mindfulness meditation until the 

beginning of Week 5.   Several attempts to practice meditation were made during Week 4; 

however, the sessions were short lived due to continued distraction from being ill (coughing and 

feeling like death aren’t conducive to a clear train of thinking).  On one occasion (Wednesday, 

April 20), I came close to falling asleep due to personal exhaustion. 
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On Wednesday, April 27 (Week 5), I practiced yet another guided meditation session, 

this time focusing on positive self esteem.  My thoughts following the session included: 

“I feel relaxed, and surprisingly content. I was able to maintain continuous focus on the  

 words being directed to me, which is a first, it seems.  Repeating phrases such as ‘I am  

 worthy and “I am powerful” are indeed uplifting.  The trick is going to be to be able to  

 foster this focus independently.”   

Very quickly, this feeling of contentment, as well as ability to concentrate vanished.  At the end 

of Week 5, I experienced a panic attack (the first I’ve had in several years), and found myself 

encountering a crisis with a close friend, which left me feeling overwhelmed and unable to focus, 

literally forcing me to shut down for several days to recuperate.  Reviewing the PANAS 

activities in the attached appendices, the reader will note low levels of positive affect during 

Weeks 3, 4 and particularly Week 5.  

During Week 6, I attempted several ten minute mindfulness meditation sessions (two, to 

be exact).  The first exercise, occurring on the evening of Tuesday, May 3, was more draining 

than relaxing.  Taken from a journal entry:  

“I’m still thinking about [friend’s name].  It’s all I can think about.  I I don’t know if 

 what  I said was appropriate or not, and I’m worried that things won’t work out 

 between us.  I  feel as though I’m stuck and that nothing I do will make things better.  I 

 feel compelled to fix this, but I know there’s nothing I can do.  I feel like my head’s 

 spinning and my body is just wiped.  I don’t want to put up with this right now.” 

Similar entries were made the following evening (Thursday, May 5) regarding the issue with my 

friend and colleague, but also detailed my frustration with the process: 

 “I can’t shake the feeling that somehow I’ve made a mistake.” 
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 “Can’t focus on letting go, and it’s starting to get old.  I have no patience for sitting and  

 focusing on my breathing right now.  There are just too many things that I feel like I’m  

 neglecting while working on this project.  Every time I sit down, it feels as though the  

 mental list of things to do keeps getting bigger and more daunting.  This practice   

 shouldn’t be feeding fuel to the fire that is my already wracked brain, but it is.” 

Many journal entries, following attempts to meditate, centered on the situation between myself 

and my friend (who, for the purpose of this paper, shall remain anonymous).  Mindfulness 

meditation did little to help me in my efforts to calm myself, and at this point, use of music as a 

means of developing a positive association with tranquility was all but useless.  Unreasonable 

guilt, as well as an incessant drive to try and improve the present circumstances (in addition to 

frustration because of a lack of apparent solutions to this problem) were fairly prominent.  Stress 

with research projects also deterred me from focusing on meditation and fully engaging in the 

exercise.   Oddly enough, by the end of Week 6, my PANAS scores were slightly higher than 

previously reported, though a minor imbalance was still present.  

Leading into Week 7, my practice of traditional “seated meditation” was admittedly 

limited, and the results were somewhat discouraging.  After three failed attempts to meditate, and 

no journal recordings documenting the efforts,  I chose to ultimately jettison the effort by the end 

of the week.  The final PANAS scores that I recorded for this portion of the activity show 

slightly more balance between positive affectivity and negative affectivity; however, my ultimate 

aim of securing greater positive affectivity and a deepened sense of calm were (what I believed 

to be at that time) unattainable.  My irritation with the process is documented within this 

particular PANAS exercise (note the relatively high irritation and hostility scores). 
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Instead of continuing on with traditional meditation, I began reincorporating nightly 

walks (ranging from ten minutes to nearly an hour) into my routine as a means of calming myself 

prior to sleeping.  The practice stemmed from the recommendation of one of my course 

instructors, faculty advisors and personal mentors, Donald Johnson, who walks his golden 

retriever on a nightly basis, using the time to process daily interactions and mentally prepare for 

the next day.  Months prior, Don had recommended nightly walks to every member of my class 

as a way in which you can conduct an “internal temperature check” by conversing with yourself 

and simply “taking notice” of what answers pop up, if any.  Walking became the primary means 

of calming myself.  Utilizing elements of mantra meditation (focusing on a question, such as 

“What went well today?”), as well as using my iPod, I began attempting nightly strolls around 

which served a similar purpose to my original practice of meditation.  I did away with journal 

entries, as I began feeling the journaling process didn’t allow me the opportunity to reflect on my 

feelings or practice, but rather kept me focused on that which was acting as a stressor 

(perpetuating the stress rather than allowing me the chance to understand it).  My final PANAS 

score indicated a return to normality with positive affectivity being slightly higher than negative 

affectivity, though to say that this is the result of meditation or nightly walking may be 

somewhat premature.  Perhaps it was simply my mind balancing itself out following prolonged 

periods of stress. 

Ultimately, my hypothesis, which challenged me to pursue this effort, failed to provide 

any concrete evidence for suggesting that meditation helped me calm my overactive mind and 

achieve greater positive affectivity.  Various factors, primarily stress, as well as illness, 

frustration and forgetfulness, derailed my efforts to establish a routine with respect to meditation.  

In the end; however, a less rigorous, more casual activity (nightly walks) proved to be useful in 
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providing an outlet for stress management.  If anything, results are inconclusive, as a regular 

practice failed to manifest, necessitating further exploration and refinement with respect to a 

methodology. 

Discussion 

 Admittedly, little change grew out of this endeavor, which was not the intended outcome 

of this activity.  My results are not consistent with respect to earlier research on the subject, as 

my ability to positively manage stress or develop mindfulness with respect to the present 

moment was limited; however, I’ve learned several things about my own practices which might 

guide future efforts with respect to meditation.  First, and foremost, attempting to develop a 

regular practice when feeling unhealthy, stressed, or overwhelmed, is an incredibly difficult 

process that should be pursued when perhaps in a better state of being.  Second, I’ve learned that 

guided meditation sessions are more practical for me at this particular point in time, rather than 

focusing on mindfulness (or breathing-centered) meditation.  The simple act of having a mantra 

provided for you, or being instructed by an external source rather than an internal voice, was 

surprisingly more feasible (most likely due to the fact that I’ve had past difficulties with calming 

myself down).  Reflecting on the work of Hickey and thoughts concerning the necessity of a 

mentor, I firmly believe that some form of guidance is necessary when beginning this practice 

(again, the usefulness of guided meditation versus mindfulness meditation).  Lastly, journaling, 

which used to serve as a means of exploring my thoughts in a more observational or objective 

fashion, can easily become a method for further promoting hypercritical thinking.   

 My methodology lacked real grounding, and should have been better constructed.  There 

are, in hindsight, other methods for detailing improvement with respect to stress; however, these 

methods weren’t realized until later in the term.  I should have also been more intentional in 
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managing my time and my wellbeing (academically, socially, and personally) so as to get “into 

the habit” of meditating, thereby limiting the external distractions which in turn created far more 

internal distractions.  Perhaps utilizing a beginner’s guide to meditation or working through a 

text (such as Jon Kabat-Zinn’s Wherever You Go, There You Are, of which I own a copy).  

Oddly enough, nightly walks spawned out of this effort as a means of calming myself and 

focusing on the present moment, which still surprises me, as it appeared to be more practical as 

opposed to challenging (no real understanding for why this is exists at this point in time).  

Ultimately, I will not abandon this practice, but take more time and attempt to develop a sense of 

patience in adopting a practice that can, for many, take a great deal of effort to establish as a 

routine. 

 Positive Psychology is greatly related to the aims of meditation.  Betterment, as well as 

emphasis on balance (with respect to both the good and bad happenings of day-to-day life) is 

rooted in both fields.  Self-improvement, though a noble effort which lies at the core of both 

Positive Psychology and meditation, is ultimately a difficult task that requires a great deal of 

time and energy.  Attempting to shift one’s focus or line of thinking to take into more positive 

elements (particularly when trained to focus on negative elements) proved to be a daunting 

endeavor, and in the future, I aim to incorporate other elements of positive psychology into my 

routine in order to establish a more optimistic mindset prior to beginning such an exercise.  

Documenting or challenging myself to focus on positive events of the day (journaling about three 

positive things, as recommended by both Peterson and Seligman) might aid in adjusting my 

thinking to be more responsive to and aware of positive phenomena, thereby easing myself into a 

more secure mindset, which will in turn create a better state in which I can practice meditation. 
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