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ABSTRACT: Background: Mental health issues among university students are rising, leading to increased interest
in curriculum-based meditation courses as an educational strategy in higher education. This study aims to identify
university students’ subjective perception types regarding a formal curriculum-based meditation course and to
describe the characteristics of each type. Methods: This study used Q methodology to explore university students’
subjective perceptions of meditation courses in the formal curriculum for mental health promotion. We recruited 46
students from Dongguk University in Seoul who completed a meditation course and asked them to participate in
a Q-sorting process using 32 statements. We analyzed the data using principal component analysis with Varimax
rotation in Ken-Q software. Results: Four distinct perception types were identified: (1) Credit-Oriented Minimal
Involvement, (2) Transformation Through Self-Understanding and Self-Acceptance, (3) Preference for an Experiential
Learning Environment, and (4) Integrated Academic and Mental Well-Being. The four-factor solution explained 52% of
the total variance. Conclusions: These findings suggest that students interpret and experience the same meditation
course differently based on their expectations, values, and learning orientations. This study extends beyond the
dominant effectiveness-focused approach in previous research by exploring the meanings and functions that students
assign to meditation courses based on their subjective perceptions. The findings provide exploratory insights into
students’ perceptions of curriculum-based meditation courses in higher education and suggest the importance of
developing learner-centered instructional approaches that reflect diverse student needs, motivations, and engagement
modes.

KEYWORDS: Meditation course; meditation class; mental health promotion; university students; Q methodology;
subjective perception types; higher education

1 Introduction

Mental health problems among university students have emerged as a major concern in higher
education worldwide [1,2]. International studies have reported that university students globally experience
mental health problems and psychological distress [3,4]. Mental disorders are prevalent among university
students, with many problems starting before or during university entry, as reported by the World Health
Organization World Mental Health Surveys International College Student Project [5,6]. Recently, university
students in Korea have faced various psychological and social difficulties after entering college, including
academic burden, career-related anxiety, interpersonal problems, and employment stress [7-9]. These
difficulties can increase symptoms of anxiety and depression, reduce adjustment to university life, and
heighten dropout risk [10], thereby threatening university students’ mental health and quality of life [11,12].
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The university years constitute a developmental period in which students address multiple tasks
simultaneously, including academic performance, career exploration, and interpersonal relationships [13].
The stress and emotional difficulties experienced during this period affect individual psychological well-
being and the continuity and achievement of overall university life [11,14]. Accordingly, researchers increasingly
recognize mental health problems during this stage as personal challenges and educational and social issues
that higher education systems must address systematically [10,15].

International studies have reported that university students experience significant stress and psychological
distress due to academic demands, social adjustment, and the transition to independent living. Researchers
have consistently documented the prevalence of mental health problems in this population [16,17]. In
particular, studies conducted after the coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic have demonstrated
that symptoms of depression and anxiety among university students have intensified [18], highlighting
the need for systematic responses to mental health concerns at the university level [19]. As university
students’ mental health problems continue to emerge as structural and persistent issues, higher education
institutions must shift from individualized therapeutic approaches to preventive and universal strategies
that promote mental health for all students [20,21].

Previous studies have shown that protective factors such as emotion, self-efficacy, and resilience are
crucial in university students’ mental health and adjustment to university life [22-24], underscoring the need
to provide educational environments that can strengthen these protective factors [25,26]. Curriculum-based
approaches are gaining attention for reducing stigma and access barriers to counseling services, while
providing a structured method for students to manage their mental health daily [27-29].

In the context of higher education, researchers have identified meditation and mindfulness as educational
resources that strengthen these protective factors [30]. A growing body of research reports their positive
effects on stress reduction, emotion regulation, self-reflection, and the enhancement of psychological
well-being [16,31,32]. Based on these findings, universities have incorporated meditation and mindfulness
into programs and formal curricula as educational interventions to promote students’ mental health [24,33].
In addition, previous studies have reported that meditation-based courses may help reduce anxiety and
stress among university students [34-36].

Existing studies on meditation and mindfulness primarily focus on verifying intervention effectiveness
by examining changes in psychological indicators such as stress, depression, anxiety, and well-being [16,34,37].
However, meditation courses in the formal curriculum require a multilayered approach because universities
implement them as educational support systems for all students. Although learners experience and interpret
meditation courses differently, relatively few studies explore these variations [38]. Since meditation courses
involve embodied and psychological experiences alongside inner reflection [39], learners’ experiences,
perceptions, and interpretations become important factors in shaping learning outcomes.

From this perspective, Kolb’s experiential learning theory [40] provides a useful framework for understand-
ing meditation courses. Kolb proposes that learning occurs through a cyclical process of concrete experience,
reflective observation, abstract conceptualization, and active experimentation, and learners may derive
different learning outcomes from the same experience depending on how they interpret and reflect on
it. In this study, experiential learning theory was not applied to directly explain mental health outcomes
but to interpret the varied experiences, reflections, and engagement of students in meditation courses as
educational experiences.

Meditation directly supports the processes of concrete experience and reflective observation, as it
involves attending to present-moment experience and internal states [41]. Even when universities offer the
same meditation courses with identical content and structure, students perceive the experience differently
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based on their expectations, values, prior experiences, and interpretive frameworks. These differences
in perception may influence how students engage with and interpret meditation courses within higher
education contexts.

However, relatively few studies have systematically examined university students’ experiences of
meditation courses from the perspective of learners’ subjective perception structures. Evaluating curriculum-
based meditation courses using only a few effectiveness indicators fails to capture their significance for
learners and their role as mental health resources [42,43]. Therefore, researchers should understand meditation
courses through the subjective structures of learners’ experiences. Thus, researchers must explore how learners
perceive and interpret these courses to understand them within educational and mental health-related
contexts.

This study used Q methodology to explore university students’ perceptions and interpretations of
meditation courses in the formal curriculum. It examined how learners experience and interpret a meditation
course as a mental health phenomenon, rather than measuring intervention effectiveness or changes in
psychological indicators. Furthermore, by analyzing the types of perceptions held by college students
and the characteristics of each type, we aim to provide a foundation for curriculum-based mental health
promotion strategies and learner-centered instructional design in the context of higher education.

Therefore, this study addresses the following research questions (RQs).

RQ1. How can we classify university students’ perceptions of meditation courses offered within the
formal curriculum?

RQ2. What are the characteristics of each perception type among university students regarding
meditation courses?

2 Methods
2.1 Study Design

Stephenson [44], a British physicist and psychologist, developed Q methodology to scientifically
investigate subjectivity, including human attitudes, beliefs, and values. Q methodology systematically
identifies individuals’ subjective beliefs and viewpoints, evolving as a mixed-methods approach that
combines qualitative and quantitative data and analytical techniques [45,46]. It identifies diverse patterns of
thought on a given topic and differentiates the range of opinions surrounding that topic [45,46]. Accordingly,
this study employed Q methodology to effectively classify the subjective perceptions of students who
completed the same meditation course and examine the characteristics of those perception types.

We conducted the study in five stages following the Q methodology framework proposed by Watts and
Stenner [46]. First, we constructed the Q concourse by thoroughly reviewing the literature, in-depth
interviews, and generative artificial intelligence (AI). Second, we reviewed and refined the collected
statements and selected 32 Q-sample statements. Third, we selected 46 participants who met the study
criteria as the P-sample. Fourth, we asked participants to sort each statement using a forced distribution
on a nine-point scale. Fifth, we analyzed the Q-sort data to derive perception types. Table 1 presents the
overall research procedure.

This study was conducted after receiving approval from the Institutional Review Board of Dongguk
University (DUIRB2025-10-05). Participants were informed about the purpose and procedures of the study,
the use of the data for research purposes, anonymity, voluntary participation, and the right to withdraw at
any time. Additionally, written informed consent was obtained from all participants before data collection.
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Table 1: Q methodology procedure.

Stage Procedure
Q concourse Literature review, in-depth interviews, and ChatGPT
Q sample Selection of 32 statements
P sample Selection of 46 participants
Q sorting Forced distribution on a nine-point scale by the P-sample
Data analyses Ken-Q Analysis (v 1.3.1), principal component analysis, and varimax rotation

2.2 Curriculum Description: Self and Meditation Course

The course examined in this study is “Self and Meditation,” a required general education course
offered at Dongguk University. The curriculum consists of a two-semester course (Self and Meditation
1, Self and Meditation 2) and covers a variety of meditation practices, ranging from traditional Buddhist
Seon meditation to modern mindfulness practices. Dongguk University, a private educational institution
affiliated with Korean Buddhism, has designed its meditation curriculum within the framework of a Buddhist
institution. Since all undergraduate students are required to complete this course before graduation, it
is an ideal setting to examine students’ perspectives on curriculum-based meditation classes in a higher
education institution.

Each course consists of 15 weekly 50-min meditation sessions. Student evaluation is based on class
participation, assignments, and reflective activities, and is graded on a pass/fail basis. Classes are typically
held in a dedicated meditation room equipped with meditation cushions and related materials, although
some classes were conducted online during the COVID-19 pandemic.

The curriculum primarily focuses on self-reflection and psychological well-being, incorporating
Buddhist terminology and philosophical elements. The courses are taught by ordained Buddhist monks who
have completed doctoral-level education. However, the course is not intended to promote the acquisition of
specific religious beliefs or doctrines among students. Rather, the classes focus on experiential activities
that incorporate a range of meditation practices, from traditional Seon meditation to contemporary
mindfulness-based approaches.

Accordingly, the meditation course examined in this study differs from the secularized mindfulness
courses commonly investigated in Western universities in terms of its institutional and cultural background.
This context should be considered when interpreting students’ perceptual structures and evaluating the
transferability of the findings to other universities or cultural settings.

2.3 Q Concourse

The Q concourse consists of various statements encompassing all possible opinions and perspectives
on the research topic [44]. These statements reflect individuals” subjective thoughts and feelings regarding
the topic [45]. When constructing a Q concourse, researchers must include statements that clearly express
how individuals perceive and interpret the subject matter [44]. Although researchers can draw conclusions
from various topic-related sources, they mainly rely on literature reviews and interviews [47].

In this study, we constructed the Q concourse using diverse statements about the purpose, content,
methods, learning environment, instructor, effects, and limitations of meditation courses. Additionally, we
developed the Q concourse through literature analysis, in-depth interviews, and generative Al For the
literature analysis, we reviewed domestic and international studies on university students’ meditation,
mindfulness courses, and learning experiences, extracting 246 statements.
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We then conducted in-depth interviews in October 2025 with six students at Dongguk University in
Seoul who completed the formal meditation course Self and Meditation. Before the interviews, we informed
participants about the study’s purpose, interview content, expected duration, and data collection procedures
for obtaining their consent. Each interview lasted approximately an hour. We selected participants to
reflect various academic disciplines and year levels, including the humanities, social sciences, science and
engineering, and the arts. Table 2 presents their demographic characteristics.

Table 2: Demographic characteristics of participants.

Semester(s) of Meditation

Participant Major Year Age Gender Course Completion
I1 Bio-Environmental Science 4 22 Female 2023, 1st and 2nd semesters
12 Industrial Engineering 3 23 Male 2022, 1st and 2nd semesters
I3 International Trade 3 23 Male 2021, 1st and 2nd semesters
14 Buddhist Art 3 21 Female 2023, 1st and 2nd semesters
15 Business Administration 3 22 Female 2023, 1st and 2nd semesters
16 History 2 21 Male 2024, 1st and 2nd semesters

We conducted semi-structured interviews with participants using the following guiding questions:

+  What activity or meditation practice in the course did you find most memorable?

«  Which aspects of the course did you find challenging, uncomfortable, or difficult to find meaningful?
+  How did the class environment, including space and materials, influence your meditation experience?
+  What effects or changes did the course bring about for you?

These interviews yielded an additional 104 statements. To supplement the diversity of the Q concourse,
we also generated additional statements using ChatGPT, a generative Al tool. Researchers can use ChatGPT
in Q methodology to expand and supplement diverse subjective statements [48]. Accordingly, we used
ChatGPT-4 (OpenAl) as a supplementary tool to generate additional statements that complemented those
collected through the literature review and interviews. On 30 October 2025, we entered the following single
prompt into ChatGPT: “We are conducting a Q methodology study on university students’ subjectivity
regarding meditation courses. The participants are students who have taken meditation courses at a university,
and the purpose of this study is to explore their subjective perceptions based on these course experiences.
Please generate statements that reflect the thoughts and opinions of students who have experienced meditation
courses.” In response, ChatGPT generated 40 statements across eight categories, including course structure,
teaching and learning, meditation activities, emotional changes, self-understanding, difficulties, university
life, and values.

The Al-generated statements were reviewed together with the concourse materials collected through
the literature review and interviews. We reviewed all collected statements based on their relevance to the
research purpose, redundancy, level of generalization, and potential bias. Statements derived from the
literature review were refined by integrating semantically similar expressions and excluding content with
low relevance to the research topic, resulting in 246 statements. For the interview data, 104 statements
reflecting participants’ experiences and perceptions were extracted. Statements generated by ChatGPT were
used only as supplementary materials to enhance the diversity of the Q concourse. These statements were
reviewed for appropriateness, overlap with the literature and interview data, and diversity of viewpoints,
and 40 statements were retained. Expressions that did not sufficiently reflect differences in perspectives
on meditation courses were revised or excluded. As a result, the final Q concourse for Q-sample selection
consisted of 390 statements.
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Thus, ChatGPT served only as a supplementary tool in constructing the concourse, whereas the
final selection, refinement, and interpretation of the Q sample relied on the researcher’s theoretical and
interpretive judgment.

2.4 Q Sample

The Q sample consists of a set of statements selected from the Q concourse to represent the major
perspectives and issues related to the research topic [45,47]. In this study, the Q sample was developed
through an iterative and inductive refinement process appropriate to the exploratory nature of Q methodology.

We repeatedly reviewed the 390 statements collected through the literature review, in-depth interviews,
and ChatGPT-4 (OpenAl). During this process, statements with overlapping meanings or conceptual
similarity were integrated into representative statements. Statements with low relevance to the research
purpose, those that did not sufficiently reflect learners’ perceptions of meditation courses, or statements
with ambiguous wording were excluded.

Subsequently, we organized the remaining statements into the following thematic domains that
emerged during the review process: course structure, course content, learning environment, instructor,
learning attitude, everyday application of the meditation course, and self-reflection. We then selected
representative statements with high representativeness and semantic clarity from each domain. Through
this process, the initial 390 statements were reduced to 40 preliminary Q-sample statements.

Next, three doctoral students familiar with Q methodology reviewed the 40 preliminary statements
and evaluated their comprehensibility, semantic overlap, clarity of expression, and balance of positive,
negative, and neutral statements. During this process, semantically similar statements were integrated, and
statements with ambiguous wording or those likely to induce biased responses were revised or excluded.

Finally, a Q-methodology expert examined the content validity of the statements. Based on the expert
review, several statements were revised, supplemented, or excluded to improve clarity and representativeness.
As a result, the final Q sample consisted of 32 statements. Table 3 presents the final Q sample.

Table 3: Q sample.

No. Statement Source
1 One hour per week is an appropriate amount of time for the meditation course. Interview
2 The Buddhist terminology used in the course feels unfamiliar. Interview
3 I felt burdened by having to share my reflections after meditation. Interview
4 I do not mind meditation being offered as a required course. Interview
5 This course helped me develop a more positive and familiar understanding of Buddhism. Interview
6 Through the meditation course, I am better able to prioritize what I need to do. Interview
7 The meditation course improved my ability to concentrate on studying. Mixed
8 The meditation course helped me grow as a person. Mixed
9 Students who arrive late interfere with my concentration during class. Interview
10 I wish the meditation course placed greater emphasis on practice than on theory. Interview
11 The meditation hall is more conducive to learning than a regular classroom. Interview
The meditation course is a course in which students can earn credits with relatively little .
12 Interview
effort.
13 The tools used in class (e.g., singing bowls and bells) help me concentrate. Interview
14 During the meditation course, I sometimes wondered whether I was practicing correctly. Interview
15 The assignments in the meditation course help me understand and reflect on myself. Interview
16 Through the meditation course, I have learned to use meditation effectively in situations Mixed
involving worry or stress.
17 I prefer the meditation course to be taught by a professor who is also a monk. Interview
18 The meditation course helped improve my relationships with friends. Interview
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Table 3: Cont.

No. Statement Source
19 Although the meditation course lasts for two semesters, one semester would be sufficient. Interview
20 The meditation course is one that I would like to recommend to others. Interview
21 Active forms of meditation (e.g., tea meditation and walking meditation) were interesting. Interview
22 The professor’s repeated reassuring remarks helped me stay engaged in class. Interview
23 Through the meditation course, my prejudice that meditation is difficult disappeared. Interview

The meditation course is beneficial because it allows me to take care of my academic
credits and my mental health.

25 The meditation course helps me clarify the purpose and direction of my life. Literature
The meditation course helps me develop the ability to accept myself as I am and view

24 Literature

26 myself objectively. Literature
27 Compared with other courses, this course is more attentive to students’ states of mind. Al
28 The sitting posture is uncomfortable, making it difficult to concentrate during class. Interview
29 The periods of silence during class felt awkward. Al
30 It was not clear to me how the meditation activities connected to everyday life. Al
31 I wish the professor had explained the meditation methods more systematically. Al
32 The textbook was not particularly helpful. Interview
2.5 P Sample

In Q methodology, the P sample consists of research participants who sort the Q sample statements [49].
Unlike sampling in traditional quantitative research, Q methodology uses purposive sampling to select
participants to represent the breadth and diversity of viewpoints within a given population [50]. Since the
purpose of Q methodology is to explore individuals’ subjective perspectives within a group, it is important
to secure sufficient variation among participants to capture the full range of relevant viewpoints [46,51].
Herein, we composed the P sample of participants with experience in meditation courses to maintain
diverse perspectives.

Since Q methodology does not aim to generalize findings to a large population, sample size carries less
importance. Previous studies have indicated that 40-60 participants are appropriate [46,50]. Brown [50]
emphasizes that Q methodology prioritizes quality over quantity. Herein, the P sample included 46 university
students at Dongguk University in Seoul who completed at least one semester of the required general
education course Self and Meditation. We selected participants based on their prior experience with the course
and ensured diversity by considering major, academic year, gender, and number of semesters completed.

We informed participants about the study’s purpose and procedures before data collection and
conducted Q sorting after obtaining their consent.

2.6 Q Sorting

Q sorting refers to the process in which research participants (the P sample) rank and sort the Q sample
statements according to prescribed rules and instructions [50,51]. Herein, we asked participants to read
32 statement cards and sort them into a forced distribution approximating a normal distribution based on
their level of agreement [46,52,53]. As shown in Fig. 1, the Q-sorting scale uses a nine-point continuum
ranging from the most positive (+4) to the most negative (—4). Brown [50] suggested that a nine-point scale
(—4 to +4) is suitable for Q samples containing 40 items or fewer.

Participants placed their most agreed-upon statements on the far right of the distribution grid and
their most disagreed-upon statements on the far left. They then positioned neutral statements progressively
toward the center of the grid. After completing the Q sorting, participants provided demographic information,
including academic year, major, year of admission, gender, and religion, and explained their reasons for the
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two statements with which they most strongly agreed (+4) and the two statements with which they most
strongly disagreed (—4).

@ @

-4 -3 -2 -1 0 1 2 3 4

MOST DISAGREE == NEUTRAL == MOST AGREE

Figure 1: Q-sort distribution.

2.7 Data Analyses

We collected the Q-sort data from 46 participants in the P sample and scored the responses sequentially
from —4 (most disagree) to +4 (most agree) based on the statement numbers recorded in the Q-sort distribution.
We then entered the data into Ken-Q Analysis software (ver. 1.3.1; developed by Shawn Banasick, Niigata
University, Niigata, Japan), conducted principal component analysis, and applied varimax rotation. Thus,
we extracted four independent perception types based on the criterion of eigenvalues greater than 1.0.

For each factor, we identified associated statements using Z-scores and Q-sort values and interpreted
them to define the distinctive characteristics of each type. In addition, participants with high factor loadings
explained their reasons for selecting the statements with which they most strongly agreed and most strongly
disagreed. We used these explanations as key data to interpret the characteristics of each type. An asterisk
(*p < 0.01) indicates statistically distinguishing statements between types and does not refer to the criterion
for defining factor loadings or type assignment.

In Q methodology, statistical criteria alone are insufficient for determining the optimal factor
solution [45,46]. Therefore, alternative three-factor and five-factor solutions were also examined in this
study. Solutions were compared based on the number of significantly loaded defining Q-sorts for each
factor, the interpretive coherence around distinguishing statements, and the minimization of confounded
Q-sorts [46]. Therefore, the four-factor solution was retained because each factor included adequately
defined Q-sorts and provided a stable and interpretable typological structure. Specifically, Type 1 included 13
defining Q-sorts, Type 2 included 10, Type 3 included 13, and Type 4 included 9. In addition, no confounded
Q-sorts that loaded significantly on more than one factor at the p < 0.01 level were identified.

One participant (P27) showed a negative loading on Type 3 (factor loading = —0.28). However, this
participant was not included as a defining Q-sort for the interpretation of Type 3. The negative loading
may indicate the presence of perspectives contrasting with the viewpoint represented by Type 3.

The factor correlation matrix showed moderate correlations among some factors (e.g., r = 0.55 between
Type 1 and Type 4; r = 0.54 between Type 3 and Type 4), indicating that the types were formed within
the shared educational context of the meditation course. However, each type demonstrated distinguishing
statements and a coherent interpretive structure regarding core motivations, engagement modes, and meanings
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assigned to the meditation course, consistent with the interpretive principles of Q methodology [45,51]. Therefore,
the four-factor solution was considered to provide the most meaningful representation of participants’ subjective

viewpoints.

3 Results
3.1 Analytical Results

As shown in Table 4, we identified four perception types. The eigenvalues for each type were 13.46
(Type 1), 4.71 (Type 2), 3.33 (Type 3), and 2.69 (Type 4), with a cumulative variance of 52%.

Table 4: Eigenvalues and explained variance for the four types.

Measure Type 1 Type 2 Type 3 Type 4
Eigenvalue 13.46 4.71 3.33 2.69
Variance explained (%) 29 10 7 6
Cumulative variance (%) 29 39 46 52

In addition, Table 5 presents the correlations among the four types, indicating the degree of similarity
between them.

Table 5: Correlation among the four factor types.

Type 1 Type 2 Type 3 Type 4
Type 1 1 0.26 0.45 0.55
Type 2 1 0.40 0.37
Type 3 1 0.54
Type 4 1

Table 6 presents the demographic characteristics and factor weights of the P sample in this study. The
Q-sorting results for the 46 participants revealed four types: Type 1 (N = 13), Type 2 (N = 10), Type 3 (N = 13),
and Type 4 (N = 9). In each type, participants with high factor weights corresponded to that type. Specifically,
P29 showed the highest factor weight for Type 1 (0.75), P45 for Type 2 (0.65), P22 for Type 3 (0.79), and P2 for
Type 4 (0.82).

Table 6: Demographic characteristics and factor weights of the P sample.

Semester(s) of

Type Saxﬁple f/\?:itg}: " Major Year Age Gender Mz‘:)lltlﬂl:n Religion
Completion
P29 0.75 Police and Criminal Justice 2 20 Female Two semesters No religion
P38 0.73 Mathematics Education 3 23 Male Two semesters No response
P13 0.72 Food and Biotechnology 1 19 Female One semester No response
P15 0.65 Fine Arts, Western Painting 3 21 Female Two semesters No response
P14 0.64 Convergence Security Engineering 3 25 Female Two semesters No religion
Type 1 P10 0.64 Interdiscipliyéry Studies 1 19 Female One semester Protestant
(N = 13) P21 0.62 Medicine 3 21 Male Two semesters No response
P36 0.60 Police andCriminal Justice 2 21 Female Two semesters No response
P24 0.56 Police and riminal Justice 1 20 Female One semester No response
P1 0.53 Business Administration 2 21 Female Two semesters No response
P42 0.51 Bio-Environmental Engineering 4 21 Female Two semesters Catholic
P32 0.48 Fine Arts, Korean Painting 2 20 Female Two semesters No religion
P41 0.46 Electronic Engineering 3 22 Male Two semesters No response
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Table 6: Cont.

Semester(s) of
P Factor Meditation

Type Sample  Weight Major Year Age  Gender Course Religion
Completion
P45 0.65 History 2 21 Male Two semesters No response
P44 0.62 Bio-Environmental Science 4 22 Female Two semesters No response
P30 0.58 Food and Biotechnology 4 24 Male Two semesters No response
P43 0.57 Mathematics Education 3 24 Male Two semesters No religion
Type 2 P7 0.56 Geography Education 4 22 Female Two semesters Catholic
(N = 10) P37 0.56 Drama 3 21 Female Two semesters No religion
P17 0.51 International Trade 3 23 Male Two semesters Buddhist
P23 0.49 Police and Criminal Justice 4 23 Female Two semesters No response
P46 0.47 Industrial Systems Engineering 3 23 Male Two semesters Buddhist
P26 0.46 Law 4 24 Male Two semesters No response
P22 0.79 Physical Education 1 20 Male Two semesters No religion
P39 0.78 Public Administration 1 20 Female One semester No religion
P4 0.76 Fine Arts, Korean Painting 1 19 Female Two semesters Buddhist
P20 0.69 Bio-Environmental Science 2 22 Female Two semesters No response
P34 0.64 Physical Education 4 25 Male Two semesters Buddhist
Type 3 P33 0.62 Chemical & quchemlcal 4 24 Female Two semesters Buddhist
(N = 13) Engineering o
P11 0.60 Law 4 24 Male Two semesters No religion
P40 0.54 Business Administration 4 25 Male Two semesters No response
P25 0.51 English Language and Literature 2 20 Female Two semesters No religion
P3 0.49 Public Administration 1 19 Female One semester No response
P28 0.48 Architectural Engineering 2 20 Female Two semesters No response
P31 0.46 Fine Arts, Korean Painting 2 21 Female Two semesters No religion
P18 0.40 North Korean Studies 2 22 Male One semester No response
P2 0.82 Media Communication 3 23 Female Two semesters No religion
P19 0.75 Fine Arts, Korean Painting 3 22 Female Two semesters No religion
P9 0.66 Mechanical Engineering 4 25 Male Two semesters No religion
Type 4 P16 0.58 Drama 2 23 Female One semester No religion
(N =9) P5 0.58 Bio-Environmental Science 4 23 Female Two semesters No response
P8 0.55 Fine Arts, Korean Painting 2 20 Female Two semesters No response
P35 0.51 Information ar.ld Cqm munication 4 26 Male Two semesters Buddhist
Engineering
P12 0.51 Artificial Intelligence 4 23 Female Two semesters No response
P6 0.36 Energy and Electrical Engineering 1 19 Male Two semesters No response

3.2 Characteristics of the Perception Types Regarding Meditation Courses

Table 7 presents the Z-scores and Q-sort values for the Q statements by factor type. The Q-sort values
indicate the arrangement of statements within the forced distribution for each type.

Table 7: Z-scores and Q-sort values of the Q statements by factor type.

Type Type Type Type Type Type Type Type

No. Q Statement 17 1Q 2Z 2Q 3Z 3Q 4Z 4Q

One hour per week is an appropriate amount of time for the

1 oL 1.55 3* 0.42 1 0.80 1 0.46 1
meditation course.

2 The Buddhist terminology used in the course feels unfamiliar. -0.09 0 -1.11 -2  —052 0 -0.08 0

3 I felt burdened by having to share my reflections after meditation. 0.73 2 -0.97 -2 -0.65 -1 0.62 1

4 I do not mind meditation being offered as a required course. 0.15 0 0.30 0 0.94 2 1.26 2

5 This course helped me d.evelop a more positive and familiar 012 -1 0.34 0 0.42 0 1.28 4+
understanding of Buddhism.

6 Through the meditation course, I am better able to prioritize what I _139 —3 023 o _085 —2 _132 -3

need to do.
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Table 7: Cont.
T T T T T T T T
No. 0 Statement ype lype lype lype Ilype lype Ilype lype
1Z 1Q 2Z 2Q 3Z 3Q 4Z 4Q
7 The medltatlon course improved my ability to concentrate on “136 -3 2030 —1* —119 -3 172 a4
studying.
8 The meditation course helped me grow as a person. -141 -3*  1.05 3* -0.72 -1 —0.13 0"
9 Students who arrive late interfere with my concentration during 051 -1 _185 —4* —085 -2 _037 —1
class.
10 I wish the meditation course placed greater emphasis on practice L11 9 0.99 2 1.42 4 0.74 2
than on theory.
The meditation hall is more conducive to learning than a regular
11 0.61 1 0.66 1 1.39 4 1.43 3
classroom.
The meditation course is a course in which students can earn credits
12 . . . 1.52 3 0.36 0 0.82 1 1.20 2
with relatively little effort.
The tools used in class (e.g., singing bowls and bells) help me N N N N
13 0.28 1 —-0.62 -1 1.32 3 1.87 4
concentrate.
14 Durlr}g- the meditation course, I sometimes wondered whether I was 0.04 0 _113 —2* 0.16 0 0.00 0
practicing correctly.
15 The assignments in the meditation course help me understand and 056 —1 021 0 0.11 0 087 -2
reflect on myself.
16 Throggh th'e @edltz}tlonl course, I have learned to use meditation 068 —1 0.62 1 071 -1 _104 —2
effectively in situations involving worry or stress.
17 I prefer the meditation course to be taught by a professor who is also 195 3 156 3 1.02 9 0.56 1
a monk.
18 The meditation course helped improve my relationships with friends. -1.84 -4  -122 -3 -1.23 -3 -1.46 —4
19 Although the m'edltanon course lasts for two semesters, one semester 172 & 0.27 0 0.13 0 _138 _3*
would be sufficient.
20 The meditation course is one that I would like to recommend to 003 0 109 3 108 3 0.48 1
others.
21 Act1ye @edltatlog practlc.es, such as tea meditation and walking 0.87 o+ 077 -1 138 4+ 058 —1
meditation, were interesting.
22 '.I’he professor’s repeated reassuring remarks helped me stay engaged 0.09 0 049 —1 0.54 1 026 0
in class.
23 T.hrough ’fhe meditation course, my prejudice that meditation is 0.16 0 0.99 2 102 2 0.04 1
difficult disappeared.
24 The meditatio?l courﬁe is beneficial because it allows me to take care 021 1 0.74 2 0.60 1 174 o
of my academic credits and my mental health.
25 The meditation course helps me clarify the purpose and direction of _154 —4 043 1 069 —1 _118 -3
my life.
26 The medltatlc.m course help-s me develop the ability to accept myself _101 —2* 178 o 0.32 0 018 0
as I am and view myself objectively.
97 Compare}d with othe‘r courses, this course is more attentive to _047 —1 0.40 1 0.58 1 012 0
students’ states of mind.
28 The sitting postl.lre is uncomfortable, making it difficult to 0.53 1 093 —1 _123 —3 065 —1
concentrate during class.
29 The periods of silence during class felt awkward. -0.83 -2 -1.22 -3 -2.08 —4* -0.78 -2
30 It was not .clear to me how the meditation activities connected to 0.21 1 121 -3 “103 -2 028 -1
everyday life.
31 I wish th? professor had explained the meditation methods more 094 —2 151 -4 —060 -1 066 -1
systematically.
32 The textbook was not particularly helpful. 1.66 4 1.74 4 -1.68 —4* 140 3

Note: *p < 0.01.

3.2.1 Type 1: Credit-Oriented Minimal Involvement

Type 1 participants perceived the meditation course primarily as a necessary general education

requirement, seeing it as low in burden and downplaying its duration and intensity. They considered the

course more as a simple academic requirement than as a valuable opportunity for self-development.

Type 1 showed the strongest agreement with statement Q19, “Although the meditation course lasts for

two semesters, one semester would be sufficient” (Z = 1.72%). They also agreed with Q32, “The textbook
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was not particularly helpful” (Z = 1.68), Q1, “One hour per week is an appropriate amount of time for
the meditation course” (Z = 1.55*), and Q12, “The meditation course is a course in which students can
earn credits with relatively little effort” (Z = 1.52). These responses suggest that participants of this type
primarily valued the course as an easy way to earn academic credits.

In contrast, they disagreed with Q18, “The meditation course helped improve my relationships with friends”
(Z = —1.84), Q25, “The meditation course helps me clarify the purpose and direction of my life” (Z = —1.54), and
Q8, “The meditation course helped me grow as a person” (Z = —1.41%). These responses indicate that participants
of this type did not perceive the meditation course as strongly related to self-development or broader life change.

Among the participants with high factor weights in Type 1, P29 showed the strongest agreement
with Q19 and commented that “dividing a one-credit course across two semesters is inefficient in terms of
time use.” In contrast, P29 most strongly disagreed with Q8, stating, “I do not understand the relationship
between meditation and personal growth.” P38 most strongly disagreed with Q25, explaining that “although
it was good to have time to organize my thoughts and reflect on problems through meditation, the time
spent and the attitude toward meditation seemed too light for it to become a meaningful experience for
setting life goals or direction.” Similarly, P13 stated that “meditation helps calm the mind, but I am not sure
whether it helps in setting life goals or direction.” Accordingly, we labeled Type 1 “Credit-Oriented Minimal
Involvement,” reflecting participants’ tendency to view the meditation course primarily as a low-burden
academic requirement rather than a transformative educational experience.

3.2.2 Type 2: Transformation through Self-Understanding and Self-Acceptance

Type 2 showed the clearest experience of inner change among the four types. Participants of this type
engaged in self-reflection and perceived meditation practices as helpful in emotionally difficult situations
in daily life.

The statement with which Type 2 most strongly agreed was Q26: “The meditation course helps me
develop the ability to accept myself as I am and view myself objectively” (Z = 1.78). Additionally, they
agreed with Q17, “I prefer the meditation course to be taught by a professor who is also a monk” (Z = 1.56), and
Q8, “The meditation course helped me grow as a person” (Z = 1.05). These responses suggest that participants
of this type trusted the instructor’s expertise and perceived the meditation course as an opportunity for
self-understanding and self-acceptance.

The statement with which they most strongly disagreed was Q9, “Students who arrive late interfere
with my concentration during class” (Z = —1.85%). They also disagreed with Q31, “I wish the professor had
explained the meditation methods more systematically” (Z = —1.51*), Q29, “The periods of silence during
class felt awkward” (Z = —1.22), and Q30, “It was not clear to me how the meditation activities connected to
everyday life” (Z = —1.21), indicating that participants generally adapted well to the course structure and
learning environment.

Among the participants with high factor weights in Type 2, P44 provided comments that reflected the
central meaning of this type. P44, in relation to Q8, stated that “through meditation, [ had time to reflect
on myself, and the course led me to think about my future dreams and goals and what I truly want, so
that I was able to make plans and take action for growth.” Regarding Q26, P44 further noted, “Through
meditation, I was able to organize my mind and thoughts, return to my inner self, and make objective
judgments. Through the meditation course, meditation became familiar to me, and I developed the ability
to think for myself” These responses indicate that participants of this type experienced meditation as a
process of self-reflection, self-understanding, and acceptance.
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P45 also described a change in the way meditation was perceived and used in daily life, commenting,
“Meditation had felt distant and difficult to me, but through the course, it came to feel comfortable and easy,
and I have been applying it well in daily life” This account further illustrates how the meditation course was
connected to everyday emotional regulation and continued practice for some participants in this type. In
contrast, P44 most strongly disagreed with Q30, explaining, “When situations arose in daily life that stirred
my mind, meditation helped me become emotionally and mentally peaceful. Even after the course ended,
whenever I felt emotionally overwhelmed or burdened, I recovered through meditation.” Therefore, we
labeled this type “Transformation through Self-Understanding and Self-Acceptance,” reflecting participants’
tendency to perceive meditation as a meaningful process of inner reflection, emotional recovery, and
personal growth.

3.2.3 Type 3: Preference for an Experiential Learning Environment

Type 3 focused on the experiential elements of the meditation course and learning environment. They
tended to use the textbook as a means of structuring and organizing these experiences.

The statement with which Type 3 most strongly agreed was Q10: “I wish the meditation course placed
greater emphasis on practice than on theory” (Z = 1.42). They also agreed with Q11, “The meditation hall is
more conducive to learning than a regular classroom” (Z = 1.39), Q21, “Active meditation practices, such as
tea meditation and walking meditation, were interesting” (Z = 1.38*), and Q13, “The tools used in class (e.g.,
singing bowls and bells) help me concentrate” (Z = 1.32%). These responses suggest that participants of this
type primarily valued the course structure and meditation environment.

The statement with which they most strongly disagreed was Q29, “The periods of silence during class felt
awkward” (Z = —2.08). They also disagreed with Q32, “The textbook was not particularly helpful” (Z = —1.68%),
and Q28, “The sitting posture is uncomfortable, making it difficult to concentrate during class” (Z = —1.23).
These responses indicate that participants generally perceived silence, posture, and the physical environment as
supportive elements of the meditation experience. Likewise, they perceived the textbook as a useful tool for
understanding and organizing their experiences.

Among the participants with high factor weights in Type 3, P22 showed the strongest agreement
with Q10 and Q21, stating that “there was not enough practice time, and active forms of meditation made
meditation easier to approach and more enjoyable” In contrast, P22 most strongly disagreed with Q32,
explaining that “the textbook was helpful because it allowed me to organize the emotions, thoughts, and
sensations I experienced during meditation.” P39 also showed the strongest agreement with Q10 and Q21,
commenting that:

Meditation has great value when experienced through practice, and it is necessary to try it directly
and feel it for oneself. Expanding practice activities would be desirable to engage students’ interest, and
meditations involving sensory experience, such as tea meditation and walking meditation, were enjoyable
and new.

Conversely, P39 most strongly disagreed with Q29, stating, “Being in a quiet and still atmosphere
away from the noisy and chaotic outside world reduced my tension and brought me peace of mind. I
wished the period of silence had been even longer” Accordingly, we labeled this type “Preference for
an Experiential Learning Environment,” reflecting participants’ strong preference for practical activities,
sensory engagement, and supportive learning environments.
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3.2.4 Type 4: Integrated Academic and Mental Well-Being

Type 4 perceived the meditation course as a continuous curricular resource for self-care and mental
well-being throughout their university life. Participants of this type viewed the course not only as a means
of earning academic credits but also as a supportive educational experience related to emotional stability,
self-understanding, and mind management. They also interpreted the two-semester course sequence
positively, regarding it as an opportunity for continued practice and deeper engagement.

The statement with which Type 4 most strongly agreed was Q13: “The tools used in class (e.g., singing bowls
and bells) help me concentrate” (Z = 1.87%). They also showed high agreement with Q24, “The meditation course
is beneficial because it allows me to take care of my academic credits and my mental health” (Z = 1.74*), Q11, “The
meditation hall is more conducive to learning than a regular classroom” (Z = 1.43), and Q5, “This course helped
me develop a more positive and familiar understanding of Buddhism” (Z = 1.28¥). These responses suggest that
participants in this type perceived the sensory tools and meditation room as supportive learning-environment
elements that facilitated their meditation experiences. In addition, they appeared to recognize the course as
part of the formal curriculum related to self-management and emotional stability. However, because Q24
combined academic credit acquisition and mental health management within a single statement, it is possible
that participants reacted more strongly to one aspect than the other when sorting the statement.

In contrast, they most strongly disagreed with Q7, “The meditation course improved my ability to
concentrate on studying” (Z = —1.72), Q18, “The meditation course helped improve my relationships with
friends” (Z = —1.46), and Q19, “Although the meditation course lasts for two semesters, one semester would
be sufficient” (Z = —1.38). These findings indicate that participants did not primarily interpret the course
as a means of improving academic performance or interpersonal relationships, but as an ongoing resource
for emotional balance and self-care.

Among the participants with high factor weights in Type 4, P19 emphasized the role of sensory tools
in supporting concentration during meditation. P19 stated that “through the meditation course, I came to
think of Buddhism in a more familiar and positive way, and the resonance of the singing bowl helped me
concentrate more deeply during meditation.” This response is consistent with the high agreement with
Q13 and suggests that the use of tools such as singing bowls and bells contributed to immersion in the
meditation experience.

Several participants also described the meditation course as a space for rest, self-care, and mind
management within the formal curriculum. P9 explained that “the meditation course gave me time to pause,
and it helped me move away from unhealthy habits such as smoking, gaming, and drinking” P16 stated
that “it felt reasonable to be able to manage my mind through meditation while also earning academic
credits.” Similarly, P5 noted that “during the semester, when lectures and exams were overwhelming, the
meditation course provided a space for rest, and it was a course that not only allowed me to earn credits but
was also very helpful for my mental health” These comments show that participants of this type tended to
connect the course with opportunities for rest, self-care, and emotional stability in university life. At the
same time, because Q24 combines academic credit acquisition and mental health care in a single statement,
this interpretation was made in relation to participants’ qualitative comments and other highly ranked
statements rather than on the basis of Q24 alone.

P2 also described the course as a distinctive learning experience shaped by its religious and physical
environment, stating that “through meditation practice, I became more familiar with Buddhism as a religion,
and the meditation hall was a new and suitable place for concentrating on meditation.” P2 most strongly
disagreed with Q7, explaining that “although meditation practice made me feel at ease, it seemed to have
little direct connection to academic concentration.” In addition, P19 most strongly disagreed with Q19,
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stating that “the two-semester course was conducted in different ways, so it was not boring and felt
appropriate in length”

Accordingly, we labeled this type “Integrated Academic and Mental Well-Being,” reflecting participants’
tendency to perceive the meditation course as a personally meaningful curricular experience related to rest,
self-care, emotional stability, and continued reflective practice. This interpretation was made by considering
the overall pattern of highly ranked statements and participants’ qualitative explanations, while taking into
account the interpretive limitation of Q24.

Table 8 illustrates the differences among the four perception types regarding students’ interpretations
of the meditation course’s purpose, their motivations for participation, their engagement levels, and
their preferred learning environments. These findings indicate that students’ subjective orientations and

expectations lead to diverse experiences in curriculum-based meditation courses.

Table 8: Comparative summary of the four perception types regarding meditation courses.

Type

Core Perception

Primary Motivation

Engagement Style

Instructional
Implications

Credit-Oriented
Minimal Involvement

A low-burden
required course for
earning academic
credits

Earning academic
credits with minimal
effort

Minimal participation
and limited
engagement in
self-reflection and
everyday application

Need for motivational
strategies that connect
the course to students’
personal development

Transformation
through
Self-Understanding
and Self-Acceptance

A curricular resource
that supports inner
growth and
self-acceptance

Inner growth,
emotional regulation,
and exploration of life
direction

Reflective and actively
engaged in both
classroom learning
and everyday practice

Provision of advanced
reflective tasks and
pathways for
sustained practice

Preference for an
Experiential Learning
Environment

A meditation course
in which a supportive
environment and
experiential activities
shape the quality of
the learning
experience

Diverse practical
experiences and
highly engaging,

immersive learning

Active engagement in
practice-based
meditation activities,
sensitive to the
learning environment,
and uses the textbook
to organize
experiences

Emphasis on
practice-centered
design and therapeutic
learning environments

Integrated Academic
and Mental
Well-Being

A curricular resource
that supports both
academic credit
attainment and mental
health

Simultaneously
fulfilling academic
requirements and
self-care needs

Accepts the course as
a formal well-being
curriculum and uses it
as a long-term
self-management
resource

Design of a curricular
structure that
integrates academic
learning and
well-being

4 Discussion

This study used Q methodology to classify university students’ perceptions of meditation courses offered
within the formal curriculum and explore the characteristics of each type. The findings revealed four perception
types: Type 1, Credit-Oriented Minimal Involvement; Type 2, Transformation through Self-Understanding
and Self-Acceptance; Type 3, Preference for an Experiential Learning Environment; and Type 4, Integrated
Academic and Mental Well-Being. The results demonstrate that students interpreted the same meditation
course differently based on their experiences, values, expectations, and interpretive frameworks. Thus, the
findings addressing RQ1 identified four distinct perception types regarding curriculum-based meditation
courses.
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Students in Type 1, Credit-Oriented Minimal Involvement, viewed the meditation course as a way
to earn credits through minimal effort. They tended to reduce the time and effort they invested in the
course. Additionally, they expressed skepticism about the course’s role in fostering self-growth or clarifying
life direction and did not view meditation as a meaningful driver of broader life change. This finding is
consistent with previous research showing that although meditation interventions can improve mental
health indicators among university students, their educational and psychological outcomes vary depending
on how learners interpret and engage with them in actual educational contexts [54].

Although these students participated in meditation activities, they did not advance to deeper stages of
learning, such as reflecting on their experiences, forming conceptual understanding, or applying insights to
daily life. This interpretation aligns with Kolb’s theory, which emphasizes that learning requires transforming
experience through reflection and conceptualization, not just participation. Additionally, this interpretation
is consistent with previous studies suggesting that participants’ motivation and engagement may shape
how mindfulness-based programs are perceived and experienced [55-57].

Furthermore, these findings may be related to the instrumental tendencies observed in contemporary
higher education, in which students increasingly prioritize grades, academic credits, and graduation
requirements over intrinsic learning experiences [58]. Accordingly, some students may have engaged in
the meditation course strategically as a low-burden curricular requirement rather than as an opportunity
for self-reflection or mental health promotion. Nevertheless, even minimal or instrumental participation
may still provide students with experiences related to emotional regulation and self-awareness, potentially
leading to unintended educational and psychological benefits.

Type 1 highlights an important educational limitation: even when institutions provide meditation- and
well-being-related courses, some learners may not perceive the course as personally meaningful or relevant
to their everyday lives. Therefore, educators should help students connect the course content to daily life
and academic experiences in ways that feel personally relevant. In addition, instructors may provide brief
and practical activities with immediate reflective feedback to encourage more active engagement and help
students perceive the course as a meaningful and applicable educational experience rather than simply a
formal curricular requirement.

Type 2, Transformation Through Self-Understanding and Self-Acceptance, showed an integrative
pattern of applying the meditation course to self-reflection and emotional self-regulation in daily life.
Participants reported that the course enhanced their self-understanding and fostered inner growth.
Therefore, they developed the capacity to prepare for social and professional life by clarifying their plans
and actions.

Participants in Type 2 progressed from in-class meditation experiences to reflective self-observation,
then to abstract conceptualization involving the reestablishment of life direction and goals, and finally to the
practical use of meditation in everyday life. This pattern shows that Kolb’s experiential cycle—experience,
reflection, conceptualization, and application—operates naturally. Thus, Type 2 exemplifies Kolb’s concept
of knowledge creation through the transformation of experience [40,41].

Through the meditation course, participants cultivated self-acceptance and emotional regulation, both
of which serve as key protective factors for mental health [59,60]. This finding is consistent with previous
studies showing that meditation-based interventions strengthen protective factors such as emotional
regulation, self-understanding, and resilience [22-24]. Participants also reported that they actively regulated
their emotions through meditation and continued to practice it after completing the course [61,62]. These
responses suggest that meditation courses can function as pathways for strengthening mental health
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resources related to stress coping and emotional care [63,64]. This interpretation corroborates with previous
studies showing that meditation courses effectively reduce anxiety and stress [34,35,65,66].

Type 2 demonstrated how educators can implement a universal preventive strategy within the formal
curriculum in practice, as these learners trusted and accepted the meditation course and actively integrated
it into their lives.

Type 3, Preference for an Experiential Learning Environment, emphasized the experiential elements
of the meditation course and its learning environment. This finding is consistent with previous research
showing that practice-oriented course design, active forms of meditation, the use of meditation tools, and
a well-designed meditation hall reduce participation barriers and increase immersion in the class [31,67].
The results indicate that a calm meditation space promotes psychological stability and provides a refuge
from daily stress. These results show that the course content and learning environment design shape the
effects of meditation courses [31].

Type 3 differed from the other types by positively evaluating textbook use. From the perspective of
experiential learning theory [41], these learners valued the qualitative conditions of concrete experience
and actively used textbooks to structure, organize, and deepen their reflection and conceptualization.
Therefore, instructors can effectively support these learners using the textbook as a mediating tool that
guides reflection, facilitates conceptual understanding, and encourages the application of learning to
daily life.

Overall, these findings suggest that course designers should enhance learner immersion in mental
health-focused courses by intentionally shaping the physical environment, incorporating sensory elements,
and offering diverse experiential activities [67].

Type 4, Integrated Academic and Mental Well-Being, perceived the meditation course not as an
outcome-focused program but as an ongoing practice for self-care and emotional stability throughout
university life. These findings support previous studies showing that formal curricular offerings in higher
education can promote mental health [33-35]. Herein, participants recognized the course’s continuing
educational value and prioritized emotional stability and mind management over academic achievement or
improvements in interpersonal relationships.

From the perspective of experiential learning theory, these learners interpreted their course experience
in terms of emotional stability and mind-management capacity. They integrated the course into the credit
system as a structure for sustained practice, thereby illustrating Kolb’s view that experiential learning
deepens through cyclical processes. These participants also perceived the meditation course as enabling
academic credit acquisition and mental health promotion [68]. This interpretation matches previous
findings that meditation courses can alleviate academic stress and enhance resilience among university
students [24,32,69,70].

In addition, growing evidence shows that mindfulness-based interventions effectively reduce addictive
behaviors. In this context, the findings suggest that meditation courses can function as positive self-management
strategies that replace unhealthy coping behaviors, consistent with prior research [71-73]. Although
university students often tend to give up self-care practices because of academic burden [74], Type 4 demonstrated
that students can manage academic requirements and mental health simultaneously through meditation courses.

As Dunuwila et al. [33] and Haberlin and Bradshaw [69] emphasize, institutions can promote mental
health through the formal curriculum by integrating well-being into academic life rather than treating it as a
separate domain. In addition, a universal curricular approach can reduce the stigma associated with seeking
counseling services and emphasize the educational advantages of integrating mental health promotion into
daily academic life.
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RQ2 was addressed by interpreting the characteristics, motivations, and meanings associated with
each perception type.

All four types preferred a course structure that emphasized practice over theory. This pattern indicates
that students found more value in direct experience and reflection than in theoretical knowledge, despite
interpreting the meditation course differently [75,76]. Therefore, educators should design meditation courses
based on practice over theory, using theory to support experiential understanding and its application in daily
life. This interpretation aligns with previous studies indicating that experience and reflection strengthen the
mental health benefits of meditation courses [32]. This study suggests that students perceived meditation
courses as potentially supportive of well-being and self-reflection.

First, some students may perceive meditation courses within the formal curriculum as accessible
educational resources related to emotional well-being and self-care. In Types 2 and 4, the curriculum served
as an integrated well-being resource, reducing stigma around counseling services, enhancing accessibility,
and supporting emotion regulation, self-understanding, and healthy coping strategies. However, some
students, such as those in Type 1, viewed the course primarily as a means of earning academic credit.
This pattern indicates that students perceived the educational value or personal relevance of the course
differently. Therefore, educators should incorporate motivational strategies to link the course purpose to
learners’ individual needs.

However, different motivational orientations shape students’ engagement with meditation courses.
Although some students participated primarily for academic credit or graduation requirements, repeated
exposure to meditation practices may still foster positive experiences related to emotional regulation and
self-awareness. In contrast, intrinsically motivated students may be more likely to sustain meditation
practices and extend them into deeper reflective processes. These findings highlight the importance of
considering motivational differences when interpreting the long-term effectiveness of curriculum-based
meditation education.

Second, students responded to the same meditation course with four distinct perception types. This
variation shows that a uniform teaching approach is unlikely to meet the learning needs of all students
and highlights the importance of differentiated instructional strategies. For students with low motivation,
such as those in Type 1, instructors should clearly demonstrate how meditation benefits academic life and
everyday living and should provide brief practices with immediate feedback to create tangible experiences of
change. For Types 2 and 4, who actively internalize meditation, educators should provide advanced reflective
tasks, higher-level courses, and pathways that support sustained mental health development beyond the
formal curriculum. For Type 3, instructors should expand opportunities to engage with diverse meditation
techniques and learning environments, thereby enhancing instructional settings such as meditation halls as
therapeutic spaces.

Third, experiential learning theory [40,41] provides an important theoretical basis for maximizing
students’ engagement with and perceived value of meditation courses. Educators must guide students to
reflect on their meditation experiences, transform those experiences into concepts such as self-understanding
and mental health, and apply them in daily life. Among the four types, Type 2 exhibited a relatively
complete cycle of experience-reflection—conceptualization—-application. Conversely, Type 1 showed an
early disruption in this cycle. Type 3 emphasized the experience stage, while Type 4 focused more on
conceptualization and application. Therefore, educators should implement structured strategies and stage-
specific learning objectives to guide learners through the full experiential cycle.

Fourth, universities should integrate meditation and mindfulness courses with broader mental health
support systems. Meditation courses alone may not fully meet the diverse emotional and psychological
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support needs perceived by students, so institutions should connect them with counseling centers,
community mental health centers, and related support services. Institutions should provide clear referral
pathways to appropriate support agencies when students experience mental health crises during a course.
This integrated approach may provide a broader framework for supporting student well-being within
higher education that combines universal prevention in the formal curriculum with targeted interventions
for high-risk groups.

Lastly, these findings suggest that universities should carefully place meditation- and well-being-based
courses in the formal curriculum. While mandatory courses may broaden students’ access to self-care and
mental health education, they may also lead to superficial or credit-oriented participation among some
students. In contrast, elective courses may promote more profound engagement among intrinsically motivated
students but may fail to reach students who are less likely to voluntarily seek psychological support. Therefore,
universities may benefit from adopting hybrid approaches that combine broad foundational well-being
education with more advanced elective or extracurricular contemplative programs.

This study focused on a required meditation course at a Buddhist-affiliated university in South
Korea, featuring Buddhist terminology, philosophical perspectives, and contemplative practices led by
monk-instructors. Some students perceived the Buddhist atmosphere and traditional meditation practices
positively, suggesting that the institutional and cultural context may have influenced their perceptions.

In particular, the preference for monk-instructors observed in Type 2 may reflect a cultural perception
that ordained monks possess legitimacy and expertise in meditation practice. Such perceptions may not
emerge in the same way within Western or secular educational contexts. In addition, the positive attitudes
toward Buddhism in Type 4 suggest that some students viewed the course as both an educational activity
related to emotional well-being and a partially spiritual or religious experience.

Ongoing discussions regarding the positioning of meditation and mindfulness within higher education
relate to these findings. Although mindfulness originated from Buddhist contemplative traditions, it has
increasingly been secularized in educational and clinical contexts and reframed around psychological
constructs such as attention regulation, emotional regulation, and stress coping rather than religious
doctrine [77,78]. In this context, meditation courses may function not only as religious practices but also as
educational resources related to self-care and reflective learning within higher education [79].

Furthermore, the findings suggest that the cultural and religious framing of meditation courses may
influence students’ acceptance, interpretation, and engagement in different ways. Therefore, future research
should examine how meditation courses are experienced across diverse cultural, religious, and educational
contexts.

The perception types identified in this study should be seen as specific to the institutional and Buddhist
cultural context of Korean universities, rather than universal views on meditation courses in higher education.
Therefore, students in Western, non-Buddhist, or highly secular educational settings may interpret and
experience meditation courses differently. Meditation in international higher education should be framed
as a psychoeducational approach focused on self-understanding, emotional regulation, and promoting
well-being, rather than as a religious or spiritual practice [80-82]. Educational and ethical considerations,
including the use of nonreligious language, diverse practice formats, learner autonomy, and sensitivity to
cultural and religious diversity, should also be considered [80,81].

This cultural specificity suggests the need for similar Q methodological studies across diverse institutional
and cultural contexts. In addition, if universities institutionalize meditation- and mindfulness-based courses
as part of student mental health promotion strategies, these courses should be connected with counseling
centers and community mental health services. This approach may contribute to a multilayered mental health
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promotion model that combines universal prevention with selective interventions for high-risk students.
Therefore, the findings of this study should be interpreted within the specific institutional and Buddhist
cultural context of the university rather than generalized to higher education settings in general.

5 Limitations and Suggestions for Future Research

This study has several limitations that warrant consideration. First, this study used Q methodology
to examine university students’ subjective perceptions of meditation courses, which limits statistical
generalizability. In addition, since the study employed a cross-sectional and exploratory design, the findings
should not be interpreted as evidence of causal relationships or objective mental health outcomes. Future
studies should employ mixed-methods, longitudinal, or experimental designs that connect perception types
with measurable indicators such as depression, anxiety, stress, resilience, and well-being.

Second, the study drew its P sample from students at Dongguk University in Seoul who had taken the
Self and Meditation course. This sampling approach limits the transferability of the findings. Furthermore,
since participation was voluntary, self-selection bias may have occurred, as students with relatively stronger
interests in meditation or more favorable attitudes toward the course may have been more likely to
participate. Social desirability effects may also have influenced some participants’ Q sorting and interview
responses. Future research should examine whether these perception types emerge in meditation-related
courses at other universities, elective general education courses, extracurricular programs, and other mental
health promotion initiatives.

In addition, since the study was conducted within a Buddhist-affiliated university context in South
Korea, the identified perception types may reflect culturally and institutionally specific interpretations of
meditation courses. Future studies should investigate whether similar perception types emerge in Western,
secular, or religiously diverse higher education settings.

Third, this study did not systematically analyze the relationships between participants’ demographic
characteristics and the identified perception types. Future studies should conduct comparative analyses
to examine how factors such as religious background, academic major, gender, and experiences with
non-face-to-face instruction during the COVID-19 pandemic influence the formation of these perception
types.

In addition, there is a design-related limitation concerning Q24 in the Q sample. Q24 combined two
related propositions—academic credit management and mental health benefits—within a single statement.
As a result, it is difficult to determine whether participants agreed or disagreed more strongly with one
aspect than the other. This double-barreled structure may have influenced the interpretation of Type 4;
therefore, the findings related to this type should be interpreted together with other major statements and
participants’ qualitative explanations. Future Q-methodology studies should consider separating academic
and mental health-related benefits into independent statements to improve the construct validity and
interpretive clarity of the Q sample.

6 Conclusions

This study used Q methodology to explore university students’ subjective perceptions of meditation
courses offered within the formal curriculum regarding mental health and well-being. First, the analysis
identified four perception types among students—Credit-Oriented Minimal Involvement, Transformation
through Self-Understanding and Self-Acceptance, Preference for an Experiential Learning Environment, and
Integrated Academic and Mental Well-Being—and examined the characteristics of each type. The findings
suggest that students interpret and engage with meditation courses differently depending on their motivations,
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expectations, and learning experiences. These results indicate the importance of adopting differentiated
teaching and learning strategies that reflect learners’ diverse perceptions and engagement modes.

Second, this study highlights how students subjectively experience and interpret meditation-based
learning processes within higher education contexts by examining the cyclical stages of each type through
the lens of experiential learning theory.

Third, this study extends beyond prior research focused on intervention effectiveness by exploring
the meanings and functions that students assign to curriculum-based meditation courses through their
subjective perception structures.

As mental health challenges among university students continue to receive increasing attention,
these findings provide exploratory insights into students’ perceptions of meditation courses in the formal
curriculum. The findings also suggest the importance of developing learner-centered educational approaches
and support systems that consider the diversity of students’ perceptions, motivations, and experiences.
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