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The spirit of the Ignatian Pedagogical Paradigm (IPP) has been at work for almost 500 
years, from the time that the early Jesuits opened the world’s first Jesuit-run school in the city of 
Messina in Sicily (1548), to the present day when millions of teachers and students across the 
world live and learn together at Jesuit educational institutions.  No pedagogical paradigm can 
claim to hold a monopoly on “good teaching” and “good learning.”  And no pedagogical 
paradigm can have lasting value if it does not creatively adapt itself to changing circumstances.  
The Ignatian Pedagogical Paradigm is distinctive without being exclusive; it is adaptable without 
being relativistic.  The Ignatian Pedagogical Paradigm is useful, not because it prescribes a 
particular method or set of instructions to be followed.  It is useful precisely because its 
“method” teaches that there is no single method. It is useful because it helps teachers and 
students alike to become more intentional, more sensitive, and more effective at what they are 
doing already, both within the classroom and beyond. 

 
At the heart of the Ignatian Pedagogical Paradigm is an abiding and far-reaching 

concern for the human person.  According to the Christian humanism which inspired the work 
of the early Jesuits, each person is created in the image and likeness of God. This implies that 
each person is without qualification worthy of being treated with love, dignity, and respect.  The 
Ignatian Pedagogical Paradigm takes seriously the idea that the act of teaching, in its deepest 
roots, is an act of love; good teaching, like love, consists in the desire to bring out the best in the 
other.  In Ignatian educational contexts, this deep concern for the human person is commonly 
expressed by the Latin phrase, cura personalis (literally, “care of the person” but often 
translated as “care of the whole person”).  In caring for the whole person, Ignatian educational 
institutions seek not only to cultivate the learner’s intellectual abilities, but also to promote the 
learner’s emotional, psychological, social, and spiritual well-being.  Furthermore, cura personalis 
does not simply mean care of the person as an individual.  In addition to being an individual, the 
human person is a member of a community – or more precisely, a member of many overlapping 
communities.  Care of the person thus necessarily extends to care for the common good or 
indeed care for multiple common goods, including those of our shared social, economic, and 
natural environments. 

 
The Ignatian college or university is more than just an academic institution; it is a living 

community of people with a shared mission.  One dimension of this shared mission centers on 
teaching; another dimension centers on research and the creation of new knowledge.  But the 
creation of new knowledge is never without its consequences – for good or for ill.  Accordingly, 
the Ignatian educational institution promotes not just the creation of new knowledge, but also 
critical reflection on the larger implications of new knowledge.  Some of this new knowledge 
might be used positively to address the world’s most pressing problems, such as poverty, 
hunger, and climate change.  Other forms of new knowledge (for example, biotechnologies, 
artificial intelligence, and media technologies) might introduce new and unprecedented 
challenges of their own.  The Ignatian college or university seeks to cultivate in its researchers, 
its teachers, and its students both intellectual and moral clarity about forms of new knowledge, 
and how these, ideally, can be marshalled to make the world more humane, especially for the 
most vulnerable among us. 

 
 

1 A product of the AJCU Commission on the Ignatian Pedagogical Paradigm. Lead author: Michael Baur. 
Other authors: Arthur Sutherland, Kari Kloos, and Michael Murphy. 
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The Ignatian Pedagogical Paradigm encourages teachers to take their bearings from 
concrete lived experience in all its diversity and particularity.  This experience, most 
importantly, includes the lived experience of the student whose particular needs and interests 
cannot be predicted in advance.  This implies that good teachers must be learners in addition to 
being teachers: they must learn about their students’ interests, learn about their students’ 
unique strengths and weaknesses, and learn about effective ways of communicating with 
students. Teaching, in other words, is not merely about the communication of predetermined 
doctrines – though this may be important in some settings – but rather about communicating in 
a way that addresses the learner’s deepest yearnings and desires.  And it requires being self-
reflective and honest about the particular political, economic, cultural, and ecological contexts in 
which we all find ourselves. 

 
The dynamic character of the Ignatian Pedagogical Paradigm is already anticipated by 

the dynamism of Ignatius’s Spiritual Exercises. In the Exercises, Ignatius reminds the spiritual 
guide to not force the will of the seeker, but rather to adjust the Exercises, as needed, to the 
stirrings of the seeker’s own heart and mind.  An Ignatian classroom is one that gives students 
abundant space for exercising their own faculties of willing, loving, and desiring – not for the 
sake of filling up class time, but for the sake of opening contexts where meaningful, long-lasting 
learning can take place. 
 
 Good teaching engages the learner’s power of imagination.  In an Ignatian context, 
imagination does not denote any kind of starry-eyed flight from reality, but rather a serious, 
down-to-earth engagement with the real.  According to the Ignatian Pedagogical Paradigm, 
reality is not limited to what is merely present in isolation, but encompasses everything that is 
and might yet be.  Speaking to a gathering of leaders of Jesuit universities in 2010, former 
Superior General of the Society of Jesus, Adolfo Nicolás, likewise locates the imagination as a 
profound engagement with the real.2 
 
 In Ignatian pedagogy, the senses and emotions are intimately engaged with cognition 
and intellect.  The Spanish verb sentir – frequently used by Ignatius – captures this meaning of 
knowing more holistically through engaging feeling and the senses along with the mind and the 
imagination.  Common approaches feature learning through direct experiential contact – not 
only through concepts – for example, in community-based learning, service learning, and 
immersion learning. (see Kolvenbach, “The Service of Faith and the Promotion of Justice in 
American Jesuit Higher Education”).3 
 
 The Ignatian Pedagogical Paradigm also affirms the deeply interconnected nature of 
all knowledge.  The Catholic, Jesuit, and humanistic heritage of Ignatian pedagogy is 
organized around the need for comprehensiveness in a university curriculum – giving implicit 
priority to a sense of the whole by cultivating a unity and an interconnectedness among all of the 
disciplines. This dynamism is evergreen but requires constant care; it manifests itself today as 
interdisciplinary and intersectional engagement, scholarship, and collaboration, but finds its 
genealogy in the integrated liberal arts tradition fostered by the medieval universities and 
resuscitated by the Jesuits specifically in the Ratio Studiorum of 1599, their first systematic 

 
2 See Adolfo Nicolás, SJ, “Depth, Universality, and Learned Ministry: Challenges to Jesuit Higher 
Education Today,” Remarks for “Networking Jesuit Higher Education: Shaping the Future for a Humane, 
Just, Sustainable Globe,” Mexico City, April 23, 2010. 
3 See Peter-Hans Kolvenbach, SJ, “The Service of Faith and the Promotion of Justice in American Jesuit 
Higher Education,” Address at Santa Clara University about faith and justice in Jesuit higher education, 
October 6, 2000. 

https://iaju.org/sites/default/files/pdf/2018/EN.Nicolas.%2023.April_.2010.%20English.pdf
https://iaju.org/sites/default/files/pdf/2018/EN.Nicolas.%2023.April_.2010.%20English.pdf
https://ajcu-ap.org/2017/08/16/the-service-of-the-faith-and-the-promotion-of-justice-in-american-jesuit-higher-education/
https://ajcu-ap.org/2017/08/16/the-service-of-the-faith-and-the-promotion-of-justice-in-american-jesuit-higher-education/
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articulation of a standardized vision for Jesuit education across the globe.  Ignatian Pedagogy is 
connected directly to the long line of a curricular philosophy that is integral and integrating (as 
opposed to narrow or “siloed”).  All methods seek to engage and be enriched by the unified 
nature of knowledge – or as stated by Saint John Henry Newman, a fan of Ignatius and the 
Jesuits: “All that exists, as contemplated by the human mind, forms one large system or 
complex fact.”4  A related vision of interconnectivity finds contemporary vibrancy in Pope 
Francis’ encyclical, Laudato Si’. The idea that holds the threads of this encyclical together is 
Francis’ continued refrain “that everything is connected”: that not only humans are 
interdependent and the action of one individual or one country affects the whole, but so too it is 
with nature and our common home.  Pope Francis continually emphasizes that the problems 
facing humanity are not isolated but integrally connected.  In his own words “The human 
environment and the natural environment deteriorate together; we cannot adequately combat 
environmental degradation unless we attend to causes related to human and social 
degradation.”5 
 
 The Ignatian Pedagogical Paradigm emphasizes not only the connectedness of all 
knowledge, but also the connectedness of knowledge and action.  One of Ignatius’s early 
companions, Jerome Nadal, coined the phrase “contemplatives in action” to describe the Jesuit 
manner of being in the world.  Being a “contemplative in action” means that one’s active life 
feeds one’s contemplative life and one’s contemplative life feeds one’s active life.  The pairing is 
an example of dialogical dynamism so central in Ignatian spirituality and pedagogy.  As former 
Superior General Pedro Arrupe, SJ, counsels, the fundamental goal is to form graduates who 
will become persons for others, who will “give themselves to others in love – love, which is their 
definitive and all-embracing dimension, that which gives meaning to all their other dimensions.”6  
The fostering of practices that cultivate contemplatives in action derives from love and 
concludes in love. 
 
 Action depends on reflection and discernment.  In the Ignatian Pedagogical Paradigm, 
reflection on experience brings the learner to decide what kind of action they would like to take, 
considering “the human meaning and significance of what they study and to integrate that 
meaning as responsible learners who grow as persons of competence, conscience, and 
compassion.”7  Discernment involves choosing between two or more goods. It helps people to 
understand their thoughts and inner movements to decide upon the best course of action. “For 
Ignatius to ‘discern’ was to clarify his internal motivation, the reasons behind his judgments, to 
probe the causes and implications of what he experienced, to weigh possible options and 
evaluate them in the light of their likely consequences.”8  Often discernment involves reflecting 
on inner experiences of consolation and desolation. In Ignatian pedagogy, discernment helps 
learners to reflect on their educational experience, integrate it with their developing sense of 
meaning and purpose, and choose the good.  In a course on the history of immigration in the 
United States, for example, students may reflect on community-based learning projects with 
immigrants to discern how they want to make a difference in their context, whether in direct aid 
to migrants, or to advocating for policy reform, or to creating dialogue for non-immigrants to hear 

 
4 See John Henry Newman, The Idea of a University, Discourse Three: “Bearing of Theology on Other 
Branches of Knowledge.” 
5 Pope Francis, Laudato Si’, section 48. 
6 See Pedro Arrupe, SJ, “Men for Others,” Address in Valencia, Spain, at the 10th International Congress 
of Jesuit Alumni of Europe, July 31, 1973. 
7 See Ignatian Pedagogy: A Practical Approach, section 31. 
8 See Ignatian Pedagogy: A Practical Approach, section 47. 

https://www.newmanreader.org/works/idea/discourse3.html
https://www.newmanreader.org/works/idea/discourse3.html
https://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/encyclicals/documents/papa-francesco_20150524_enciclica-laudato-si.html
https://jesuitportal.bc.edu/research/documents/1973_arrupemenforothers/
https://www.sjweb.info/documents/education/pedagogy_en.pdf
https://www.sjweb.info/documents/education/pedagogy_en.pdf
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from and understand immigrant experiences.  Discernment is also a habit for life-long learning 
and growth, particularly as graduates decide how to serve their communities. 
 

Discernment is oriented towards the Magis.  Magis, in brief, means “striving for the more 
universal good.”  This brief definition (endorsed by consensus at the Thirty-Fifth General 
Congregation of the Society of Jesus in 2008) is not the same thing as, and is not reducible to, 
“doing more” or “doing the harder thing.”  Still, there is a focused effort (and consolation) when it 
is done well. Magis is also referred to as “creative fidelity” (also in the Thirty-fifth General 
Congregation) which connects it to perhaps the most important hallmark of Ignatian identity and 
practice: discernment.  The Jesuit theologian Karl Rahner, SJ, once observed that “the more” 
and “indifference” inherent in Magis are two sides of the same coin. When we are confronted by 
(i.e., when we discern) two or more “goods,” we should choose the one which is more 
conducive to engendering and promoting the more universal good. Magis is inseparable from 
the unofficial motto of the Society of Jesus, Ad Majorem Dei Gloriam (often abbreviated as 
AMDG), which means “for the Greater Glory of God.”  Barton T. Geger, SJ, explains that the 
“glory of God” refers to “God’s truth, beauty, wisdom, and power becoming evident to human 
beings.”9  Truth, beauty, and wisdom not only bring us closer to God; they also make us more 
fully human. 
 
 The Ignatian Pedagogical Paradigm promotes education for the sake of action, and 
indeed action for the sake of various common goods, for example: the common good of the 
university community, of surrounding communities, and indeed of the community that is the 
whole universe.  The intentional pursuit of various common goods depends on productive 
dialogue with others, and such dialogue in turn depends on effective speaking – hence the 
relevance of the Jesuit rhetorical arts, also known as Eloquentia Perfecta.  During the last 
several years, American Jesuit universities and colleges have attempted to revitalize this 
rhetorical tradition, especially in relation to core curriculum revision. Jesuit rhetoric incorporates 
these pedagogical goals by integrating eloquence and critical thinking with moral discernment, 
thus continuing the humanist tradition of conceiving the ideal orator as the good person 
speaking and writing well for justice and the common good.  Just as in other aspects of well-
rounded knowing (i.e., “the medium is the message”), so too in Eloquentia Perfecta the 
“mediator” (the speaker) is also the message.  And so, Eloquentia Perfecta is an element of 
Ignatian pedagogy also aimed at educating the whole person and producing persons for others. 
To achieve this ideal in a globalized, multicultural society, it is important to update another 
defining characteristic of Jesuit rhetoric: the famous pedagogical adaptability of the Jesuits. 
Today this flexibility is best understood through two aspects of rhetorical instruction – 
multicultural education and student-centered teaching. 
 
 The outward-directed pursuit of the common good is related to the equally important 
inward-directedness of interiority.  Hence the Ignatian Pedagogical Paradigm also promotes 
the development of “interiority” in the student. Such interiority is not achieved through a merely 
theoretical “inward look” at oneself, or through unreflective social action; it is achieved, rather, 
when the learner remains focused on core goals and values and avoids getting lost in many 
disparate (sometimes trivial) things.  Furthermore, the kind of “interiority” promoted by the 
Ignatian Pedagogical Paradigm is not the “interiority” of an empty, isolated individual.  Ignatian 
“interiority,” rather, is inherently relational, interactional, and world-oriented.  The learner who 
learns Ignatian interiority learns that one comes into contact with one’s most intimate selfhood 

 
9 Barton T. Geger, SJ, “What ‘Magis’ Really Means and Why It Matters,” in Jesuit Higher Education: A 
Journal 1(2): 16-31 (2012), p. 22. 

https://www.xavier.edu/jesuitresource/resources-by-theme/documents/WhatMagisReallyMeansPublishedCopy.pdf
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only by interacting lovingly with others.  That is, the fulfillment of one’s innermost self can take 
place only through a loving, humble other-directedness. 
 
 The interiority that is cultivated through Ignatian pedagogy enables students to develop 
genuine freedom.  Ignatius recognized the persistence of attachments in people’s lives, and 
how they often inhibit developing the inner “freedom to choose, habitually, the most loving 
thing,” according to Jesuit Dean Brackley, SJ.10  For Ignatius, freedom means a freedom to act 
(“freedom for”) in line with one’s most authentic, deepest desires to serve God and others, not 
constrained by fear or attachments to wealth, status, or the opinions of others. Similarly, in 
Ignatian pedagogy, for learning experiences to lead to action, educators should guide learners 
to consider how they are open to new learning and new courses of action, and identify what 
inner attachments keep them from acting. This may involve providing opportunities for learners 
to integrate their learning experiences with past learning and with their developing sense of call 
or vocation (meaning and purpose). Put more simply, a Jesuit education asks learners to 
consider who they want to be and whom they want to serve.  When choosing a major or a 
course of study, students often face many pressures: familial, financial, social, cultural, and 
even their own hopes and fears. Cultivating Ignatian freedom involves exploring both where 
students are drawn – by God’s calling and their own sense of vocation – to make a difference in 
the world, and to recognize what fears or attachments may be keeping them from being free to 
make this choice. Ignatian pedagogy provides the space, particularly in reflection, to integrate 
learning with a sense of purpose and meaning. 
 

The Ignatian Pedagogical Paradigm encourages both students and teachers to become 
“pilgrims” like Ignatius and his companions.  An overriding goal of the IPP is to encourage and 
enable students to activate their own curiosity and thus to become life-long learners, always 
“on the move” and open to new modes of learning and growth.  Such openness, ideally, 
prepares students for living in a future world that will almost certainly call upon them to question, 
to revise, and possibly to abandon some of their most dearly (and often unconsciously) held 
beliefs and biases.  The non-monastic, pilgrimaic character of the Society should be a model for 
our own teaching and learning at Jesuit institutions.  Jerome Nadal frequently observed about 
the Jesuits: “the whole world is our home.”  According to the Ignatian Pedagogical Paradigm, 
good teaching and good learning prepare students and teachers alike to find a home at all 
places within the world, just as they inspire students and teachers to find the good as well as 
God in all things. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
10 Dean Brackley, SJ, The Call to Discernment in Troubled Times: New Perspectives on the 
Transformational Wisdom of Ignatius of Loyola (New York: Crossroad Publishing Company, 2004), p. 11. 
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