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It All StArted  when a student at Loyola 
University Chicago Stritch School of Medicine 
described herself as too busy to even realize 
how anxious she was. Not only was anxiety 
affecting her mentally, but her hair was thin-

ning and her heart racing. As her third year began 
she was terrified about becoming a doctor, guessing 
that she could not sustain her anxious lifestyle 
indefinitely. Her future career looked dismal. The 
passion she had once experienced for medicine and 
healing seemed to be trickling away.

But when she enrolled in a new elective at Stritch 
entitled Physician Wellness through Transcendental 
Meditation (TM), the first such course offered 
through a major medical school in the United States, 
she experienced a turnaround. The elective included 
training in the TM technique and a lecture series 
by leading researchers. As a result of her twice 
daily TM practice, she says that she is now more 
engaged. “I get more out of each day, and I actually 
enjoy what I am doing,” she says. “In the beginning 
of the year I was stressed and anxious about seeing 
patients, presenting patients, and interacting with 
residents and doctors.” 

Being a realist, she adds, “These things naturally 
get easier with practice and time, but I think there 
is also a new relaxed state and excitement about the 
way in which I engage, because of my experiences 
with self-care and TM. The stress of our career 
will always be present, so it is important that as 
physicians we learn to eliminate it, rather than just 
manage it. These experiences have made me very 
excited for my future career as a physician.”

understanding tM
College students report the “highest stress and 
lowest mental health levels in 25 years” with 
serious consequences for physical health, including 
hypertension, diabetes, sleep disorders and mental 
health problems, according to psychologist William 
Stixrud. He notes that depression is “the second 
leading cause of debility worldwide for 15-44 
year olds.” Qualities most compromised by these 
conditions are exactly the qualities most needed in 
medicine, including higher order judgment, flex-
ibility, adaptability, and creativity. 

Linda Brubaker, MD, dean of the Stritch School 
of Medicine, asserts, “Physicians who practice 
self-care, especially stress reduction, are likely to 
perform better as professionals and inspire their 
patients to adopt healthy behaviors.” With co-author 
Gregory Gruener, MD, Dr. Brubaker has led the 
Stritch School of Medicine in proactively addressing 
these concerns with introduction of the evidence-
based TM technique and the elective course.

So what is TM exactly? TM is a simple, effort-
less mental technique practiced 15-20 minutes 
twice a day, in which the mind and body gain a 
unique state of restful alertness, allowing it to 
rid itself of the effects of accumulated stress and 
strain. TM is particularly effective in a setting like 
Stritch because of its stress-busting capability, the 
fact that it is easy to practice and incorporate into 
a busy schedule, and that it is taught in a standard-
ized, systematic, and reliable manner.

In 1970 and 1972 Robert Keith Wallace, PhD, pub-
lished descriptions of transcending in Science and 
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Scientific American, establishing that TM leads to a 
unique hypo-metabolic state distinct from ordinary 
waking, sleeping, or dreaming states of conscious-
ness. Since then over 380 peer-reviewed scientific 
studies have been published on the benefits of TM, 
with the results showing up in journals such as the 
Archives of Internal Medicine, American Journal of 
Hypertension, American Journal of Cardiology and 
the Journal of Clinical Psychology. 

Anyone, not just students at Stritch, who is 
interested in starting the TM technique, first 
explores the outcomes of these studies in an 
introductory presentation. Next, the student learns 
the technique from a certified instructor over 
four consecutive days (about 1-1.5 hours per day). 
The first meeting is in private with the instructor. 
Subsequent meetings provide students verification 
of their technique and all the logistical knowledge 
and appreciation of its mechanics necessary to 
meditate easily 20 minutes twice a day. Continued 
support is provided—first in more depth over 
several months—and then whenever the student 
desires over his or her lifetime. Much of this 
additional support is free of charge. 

The TM technique does not require years 
of practice, but provides immediate benefit, as 
described by the third-year student whose story 
opened this article. Each student learns how to 
get out of his or her own way to effortlessly access 
more refined and silent levels of inner awareness 
that have always been available within, resulting 
in changes in physiological and psychological 
functioning. In essence, the mind knows how 
to transcend (or settle within to more silent, 
expanded levels of awareness) and the body, given 
very deep rest, knows how to rid itself of deeply 
rooted stresses in order to restore proper function-
ing. Stritch graduate Maura Tresch, MD, outlines 
research results concerning the physiological sig-
nature of TM and its effects on stress and anxiety, 
plus an NIH-funded research program looking at 
cardiovascular outcomes in this issue on p. 26.

TM practice isn’t a religion or a philosophy or a 
way of thinking. It requires no change in lifestyle 
or culture, and its effectiveness does not depend on 
one’s conviction about its efficacy. It does, however, 
require expert instruction by a certified teacher of 
the TM technique.

Benefits of the technique
Strengthening the central nervous system through 
a twice-daily experience of restful alertness in TM 
practice dramatically improves health, but also has 
developmental consequences important to physicians, 
graduate level instruction, workplace wellness, and 
reduction of burnout in the medical profession. 
During TM practice, brain functioning becomes more 
integrated—individual modules are connected into 
larger, functioning networks. “Development of brain 
integration and EEG coherence through TM have 
been correlated with improved attention, intelligence, 
creativity and learning, and improved memory in 
all age groups, including the elderly,” according to 
psychologist David Orme-Johnson, PhD, a leading 
meditation researcher, who has served as a key 
presenter for the National Institutes of Health Office 
of Alternative Medicine, the National Center for 
Complementary and Alternative Medicine, and the 
Agency for Health Research and Quality. 

TM practice reduced effects of high stress in a 
study of American University students, with study 
results “indicating greater breadth of planning, 
thinking, and perception of the environment,” as 
well as “greater emotional balance and wakeful-
ness.” Frederick Travis, PhD, a neurophysiologist 
and Maharishi University of Management (MUM) 
professor, and a team of researchers measured brain 
integration, sleepiness, and autonomic stability for 50 
American University students in a 10-week random-
ized controlled trial. Brain integration refers to EEG 
frontal coherence, reflecting structural and func-
tional connectivity between brain areas, positively 
correlated with emotional stability, moral reasoning, 
and inner directedness, and negatively correlated 
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with anxiety. “These statistically significant results 
among college students suggest that the practice of 
the TM technique could be of substantial value for 
anyone facing an intense and challenging learning/
working environment,” concluded Travis. 

David Kirp, the James D. Marver Professor 
of Public Policy at the University of California at 
Berkeley, in an opinion piece for the San Francisco 
Chronicle described the Transcendental Meditation 
Quiet Time program in San Francisco schools as a 
game-changer, noting that social–emotional factors 
were significantly impacted for teachers as well as 
students as a result of TM implementation. Startling 
results over the last 10 years have resulted in a high 
level of buy-in among school personnel—both for the 
faculty and staff and for more schools. Schools in 
violent neighborhoods with a history of being out of 
control experienced a 45% reduction in suspensions 
in the first year and an 86% reduction in subsequent 
years. Daily attendance grew to 98% and grade point 
averages among low performing students improved 
by 25%, with middle schoolers recording the highest 
happiness levels in San Francisco. 

About the Stritch course
The Stritch TM elective, launched in 2014-2015, is 
the first course offered at a major medical school that 
provides instruction in the TM technique in tandem 
with an elective covering extensive research on the 
technique from a number of different disciplines 
including neurology, pathophysiology, psychiatry and 
cardiology. This interactive class reviewed the neu-
rophysiology of TM, including a live demonstration 
of uniquely coherent brain wave (EEG) patterns that 
occur during the practice and eventually carry over 
into daily activity. The curriculum allowed students 
to start TM practice at a convenient time in their 
rotations, and to either attend five lectures over two 
semesters, or view lectures via a website. Meditation 
rooms were set aside daily for students.

Guest lecturers who have conducted decades 
of ground-breaking research on the signature of 

TM in physiology and its effects on mental and 
physical health led class meetings. These lecturers 
included Dr. Travis, Debra Levitsky, PhD, who 
covered the neurochemistry of stress, physiologic 
and psychological homeostasis, physician and nurse 
burnout, and substance abuse. Norman Rosenthal, 
MD, a clinical professor of psychiatry at Georgetown 
University School of Medicine and author of New York 
Times bestseller, Transcendence; Robert Schneider, 
MD, who guided $30 million of National Institutes 
of Health-funded research looking at TM effects on 
cardiovascular health; and MUM vice president and 
author Craig Pearson, PhD, who placed TM develop-
mental results within the scope of history, philosophy, 
and tradition, referring to figures like Albert Einstein 
and sports legend Billie Jean King.

Responses from students in the first Stritch TM 
course were tremendously positive. Students found 
that TM helped them remain grounded, feel more 
positive, procrastinate less, and feel less stressed 
by school and relationships. Here’s what three 
students reveal about the course.

Tim Lane, a Stritch graduate who is now an 
emergency medicine resident at the University 
of Illinois, described a time in his fourth year 
at Stritch when he had worked the previous day 
and then picked up a shift for a workmate who 
had a scheduling conflict. He explained, “I was 
exhausted, and that night we were bombarded with 
trauma patients because weather conditions made 
travel treacherous. I was fried due to lack of sleep 
and running on coffee fumes well into the night.” 

When he went looking for another cup of coffee, 
he says, “I found myself alone in the break room 
with the enticing aroma of brewed coffee swirling 
around. Instead of filling another cup, I decided 
to sit and close my eyes.” For Dr. Lane the practice 
of the TM technique that night “had the most 
profound impact on my state of mind. I felt relaxed, 
rejuvenated, and refocused, all in just a short 20 
minutes. Not only did my mind, but also my body 
felt lighter, sharper, and more able to cope with the 
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demands of the rest of my shift.”
In another student example, Joshua Scheck, who 

is now a family medicine resident at the University 
of Minnesota, said he was amazed to see the balance 
achieved with consistent TM practice. As a medical 
student, he observed significant stress and a loss of 
life-balance in himself and in “the same superiors 
who demand constant dedication to the art.” After 
meditating routinely, he says, “mountains became 
molehills, and the molehills that would have arisen 
previously did not arise at all. Benefits are experi-
enced daily rather than momentarily. With a sound 
mind and the ability to tackle the tasks of a given day, 
I feel as though my patients will benefit significantly.”

For Danielle (Dani) Terrell, who started the 
TM technique last year as a first-year student, TM 
couldn’t have come at a better time. “It has helped me 
go further along the path to becoming the person I’ve 
always wanted to be, but struggled to be—the person 
who is always calm, extremely cool and logical under 
pressure, not easily agitated or stressed, and cogni-
tively sharp. I’m much more resistant to stressors. 
Practicing TM also makes me want to make healthier 
choices by exercising and eating better foods.” 

She observed, “Medicine is a perennial career on 
the most stressful jobs list: often physicians quit, resort 
to drugs, or commit suicide in the face of the pressures 
involved. With TM in my toolkit, I now feel one step 
removed from negative behaviors in response to stress, 
and several steps closer to living a more balanced 
life no matter what my circumstances are at work. I 
believe that if every first-year medical student learned 
and practiced TM, the physician burnout rate, suicide 
rate, and error rate would dramatically decrease.”

Although Terrell is pursuing a life in neuroscience, 
she described having “a heart for population medi-
cine” and seeing TM as a tool in helping people with 
sedentary life styles and difficulty adopting healthy 
modalities. “I don’t have to convince patients to stop, 
or change much of anything. I just need to convince 
them that TM is a positive behavior that can offer 
significant health benefits. As a certified community 

health educator, my earnest hope is that we can 
encourage individuals and insurance companies to 
adopt the exponential benefits of prevention, because 
that is where cost savings occur. Ideally, I would 
like to see TM prescribed to all patients by general 
practitioners—before they have clinical abnormalities 
in blood pressure or diabetes—on their first visit.”

Implications for patients and 
physicians
Our experience with beginning years of MDED-
400 is that students can easily take control of their 
own wellness by gaining deep rest and improving 
brain functioning with twice daily TM practice. 
Attending physicians and students report that TM 
has added balance to their lives. 

Having TM as a tool means our students can 
recommend something that they know will help, 
based upon their own experience and upon substan-
tial evidence. They can avoid burnout and maintain 
their enthusiasm for practicing medicine. They can 
also become the role models we all aspire to be. Our 
students have demonstrated that we can join them in 
restoring our own balance, enthusiasm, and mastery.

The medical profession is in desperate need of 
support. We’re told, “Physician, heal thyself.” But 
how? Stritch students have demonstrated that TM 
might just be the prescription to help answer this 
charge, by making our profession a more rewarding 
experience while also offering something of great 
value for our patients.

Carla L. Brown, EdD, is an adjunct professor at the 
Stritch School of Medicine and director of the Center 
for Leadership Performance, Chicago. Gregory 
Gruener, MD, MBA, is vice dean for education, and 
the Ralph P. Leischner, Jr., MD, Professor of Medical 
Education, and professor and associate chair of 
the department of neurology at Stritch. For more 
in-depth information about the logistics of starting 
the TM technique, please contact Dr. Carla Brown at 
cbrown@tm.org.
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