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Student information sheet

Experimenting with Meditation

Just as scientists test scientific theories by running experiments in a lab, Buddhists test the teachings of the Buddha in the lab of their own lives.  One of the Buddha’s main teachings was that through practising meditation a person could calm their mind and achieve greater self-awareness and understanding. In meditation, Buddhists aim to quite the restless nature of the mind and develop qualities like love, compassion and wisdom.
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Meditation has been tested and experimentally confirmed by Buddhist practitioners numerous times over the past 2, 500 years. It has also been scrutinised recently by a group of neuroscientists in America who set up a project called the Mind and Life Institute to investigate exactly what happens to the brain when a person meditates. They discovered that meditation increases the electrical activity in a region of the brain associated with positive emotions like happiness, enthusiasm, joy and alertness. They also found that meditation can gradually change a person’s brain structure, decreasing destructive emotions like stress and anxiety and increasing mental health and well-being.

“The brain is extremely plastic - that is, it can be shaped and changed - if we undergo systematic, repeated experiences. The problem is, we almost never try to train the brain unless we are in the course of acquiring a skill. If you learn to play the piano, for instance, you are reshaping the area that controls fine finger movements. If you start to drive a cab in London, within six months the part of your brain that is operating when you are interpreting a map starts to expand and become stronger. Meditation practice seems to be one of those systematic trainings of the brain that yields quite beneficial effects, even from the beginning. It’s clear that simply beginning meditation can bring about a significant shift in the brain.”  Daniel Goleman, Mind and Life Institute.
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