Holistic Education: Spirituality in Education

Visualization, Relaxation and Connection
Introduction

Holistic Education values the whole person – body, mind, heart and soul - and aims to provide rich experiences which enable students to bring their whole selves into relationship with the world and each other. Holistic Education fosters an understanding of the interconnectivity of all things and encourages connected experiences which lead to insight, wisdom and creative action. Holistic Education values diverse ways of knowing, experiencing and learning and encourages teaching and learning strategies which stimulate the different intelligences and learning styles.  
Visualisation and relaxation practices offer both teachers and students pathways into better self-understanding, concentration, creativity, connection, insight, and self-control as well as more healthy lives. They enrich the learning process and can be used in many ways for many different purposes - as you will see in this booklet. When used as a valued and integrated part of the curriculum they encourage an openness and exploration which students bring to their whole program of study.
When starting to use such practices in the classroom the teacher should build on what they are comfortable with and invite students to give feedback about the effect of the practices in their lives and their learning. Start slow, be creative and experimental and build up your own repertoire. 
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Movement
Movement stimulates the brain and gets the brain into a mode where it is ready to learn. (Thinking with the Brain in Mind – Eric Jensen)
New, challenging movements which require dexterity and accuracy actually assist in brain growth and enhance students’ ability for complex thinking. It can become a powerful learning tool when layered with another activity – remembering, brainstorming. It stimulates a highly active mode of learning.
Regular slow arm movements with deep breathing can create a relaxed mind-body state where busy thoughts and unwanted emotions are cleared. This more relaxed state can facilitate deep questioning and insights. For students who cannot lie still this is a way of assisting them to settle down so they can do a lying or sitting relaxation.
Movements which are done rhythmically and slowly as a group, enhance a sense of group identity and connectivity. They can be done to help set up an environment where students feel comfortable with looking deep within themselves and sharing this with others.

Movement and music are great ways of helping students to move from one head space to another as they move to a new task or a new perspective.
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Relaxation and Meditation
Relaxation and Meditation practices can be used to calm the body and the mind, connect to one’s inner self, enhance concentration and awareness and bring insight. There are a wide range of different types of practices – some focus on the breath or on an object, others on an emotion or a particular purpose. Some, like ‘walking meditation’ or ‘eating meditation’, encourage a heightened awareness of the present moment which assists students in bringing a more mindful attitude to everything they do. Students can practice “mindful listening” while being in a group - they focus on the person speaking and stay in the present moment – no judging… just a detached yet empathic presence.
With increasing practice in meditation one may move from an initial sense of relaxation and renewal into states of being where a deep interconnection is experienced with a greater spiritual reality. These ‘peak’ experiences can motivate great art, innovation, poetry etc. The meditation experience paradoxically brings together a high energy or creative force within a space of serenity.
In a recent study where a group of teachers took up a daily meditation/relaxation practice  they reported a number of  results – better able to cope with stress, didn’t respond as emotionally to situations, had increased creativity and sense of fun, and a better insight into their students. 

One person explained that how instead of reacting as he would normally do to a child, he found that time slowed down and he saw things from a new perspective which enabled him to take a different and more productive course of action. Not everyone could get a ‘still mind’ but found that the time put aside enabled opportunity for quiet reflection which they really valued.

Teachers who have used regular practices in their classes have found that students really enjoy the practice and become a lot more resilient, happier and focussed. 
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Visualisation

Visualisation is about imagination or seeing something in one’s mind’s eye. People experience visualisation differently – some see clear images like on a TV screen – others feel or sense, while others get an overall understanding of something.  Visualisation enables us to get inside something or to see things with different perspectives.  The more evocative the visualisation the more we bring our whole selves to the experience, opening us up to powerful insights.
Being able to visualise a situation is a key step in problem solving and one which many students find difficult. This is because teaching often doesn’t explicitly develop these abilities nor recognize that different students need to be stimulated differently... eg. some students can sense a whole scene while others need to be taken step by step through a process. (Julia Atkin – Integral Learning Model). By explicitly exposing students to various types of visualisations they become better at imagining situations and more flexible in how they see them.
Guided visualisations can be used in an integrated manner as part of topics to enhance students understanding and grasp of the subject matter. Students could be asked to move through a process, observe a historic event, become a phenomenon, or see things as a fly on the wall. They can do this in a relaxed state with their eyes closed or with their eyes open – however the visualisation will be more powerful when done in a relaxed state with eyes closed. 

An example of a visualisation where the student becomes a phenomenon is the water cycle visualisation. Students become a water molecule and evaporate from a lake to become part of a cloud, then fall as rain, join a river, and then go back to the lake. The visualisation encourages them to experience each step as fully as possible with their senses, emotions and soul. 
When such visualisations are followed up by quiet writing, drawing or questioning students will often think of things at a deeper level than usual. This gives students time to process concepts and activities in a new way and link these with their own profound questions and experiencing.  

Student’s experiences in visualisations can be enhanced if they have experienced some of the physical sensations previously as a physical role play. 

Guided visualisations can also be used as part of a meditation where the aim is to help students connect with their inner selves and inner issues. They can be used to reprogram one-self to respond to situations in a preferred way, to see one-self achieving goals or performing a skill in a certain way. They can use symbols which can be interpreted as dreams are interpreted. 
A guided visualisation can be used as an entry point into other activities like art or creative writing where the visualisations draws forth students own experiences or show them new perspectives. Such visualisations help encourage openness and creativity and enable students to access deeper parts of themselves in a peacefully energized state – fully in the present moment - as they engage in follow on activities.
.Some guidelines for designing visualisations
Setting the scene: Introduce the visualisation to students with a rationale and context. Let them know that each student is in control of their own experience, they can open their eyes or opt out at any time, and there are no right or wrong answers. Let them know that there will be an opportunity for writing, drawing and sharing of their experiences afterwards. How will everyone be fully present and mindful of other people during this process?
Starting: At the beginning of the visualization do a quick relaxation – move around the body and let go. Focus on breathing. Imagine a warm cocoon of light surrounding yourself where you feel safe. You are now ready and alert.

Language: When you look at some of the sample visualizations you will notice that the language they use is simple, in the present tense, and asks students to feel with all their senses. The aim is to put the student fully into the present moment. The language is often evocative or metaphoric and tries to conjure up a wealth of remembered experience.
Pace: The teacher talks in a relaxed voice – by having your eyes closed and breathing regularly you will deliver the visualization at the right pace. Time should be given for students to get a sense of where they are, to look around and to experience it. Openings are given for students to have their unique experience… 5 to 10 secs. 

Getting things right: Visualizations need to be carefully researched so that the information mimics as close as possible what might actually be happening. Often when trying to design a visualization to explore a concept or phenomenon the teacher may find that they haven’t really understood the subject matter well enough. (It happens all the time to me!!!)
No negatives: In this relaxed state the student is very suggestible so it is important that whatever is said will not imprint wrong impressions or create negative self perceptions. Avoid negative language. Avoid terminology that may frighten or send students deeper than is wanted. (eg. going into a black hole could evoke the wrong sort of experience.)
Story and flow: visualizations which are disparate experiences may be less powerful than ones that are connected by a story or process or journey.  Ask yourself what you are trying to achieve here? Don’t pin things down too much - allow for emergent possibilities. As you say the visualisation in a relaxed state you may find you want to ad lib as things become clearer to you or you see greater connections. Allow for students to make the connections for themselves as this will be a more powerful learning experience for them – it is about setting up situations which interact in such a way that can push students into a higher state of understanding. It helps for you to be aware of these possibilities in your design, while allowing for things to surprise you.
Waking up: Students may fall asleep while you are giving the visualisation… however at some level they will be aware of what you are saying. By saying things like “you are fully alert” or “you are feeling fully alive” you may bring them back. At the end of the visualization bring the students back into the room, then their bodies, ask them to feel their fingers and toes, jiggle them around and gradually open their eyes, being fully awake and alert. If someone still doesn’t wake up say their name gently asking them to come back to the room and their body.
Debriefing: allow for several levels of debriefing – if some students are at different levels than others, then those who are still very much at the experiencing stage may feel unvalued. 

Level 1 –  in the heart - students are still in the experience and need to express or explore what happened. Personal time to write or draw or even create music. If students share experiences they do so uncritically, listening while being fully present to the talker, looking into their eyes, actively hearing their truth, being non-judgmental.
Level 2 – in the head – sharing, interpretation and analysis. What does it mean to them, to what is being studied, to the bigger picture? What questions come up? 

Level 3 – evaluation of the experience as a way of learning. What have they gained from it that they might not have experienced otherwise? How might they use it in their own learning or lives in the future? (this could be done at a later time, to give time for the experience to integrate.)
Things that could go wrong: Visualisations can open places in students’ souls or psyches that may frighten or overwhelm them.  Students who have nightmares may inadvertently call up some of these images. This may be an opportunity to help them deal with images that have persistently frightened them. By placing a cocoon of light around themselves at the beginning can ensure that those students who may be open psychically are protected from unwanted experiences. It is good practice for students to do this every time as part of the routine. Some students may so enjoy being in their fantasy world they may not want to leave or may feel a sense of loss when they do. How might they be able to bring those feelings into their real life?
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Sample Relaxation or Meditation Exercises:

1. Three Breaths

Turn your attention to your breath right now. Take three long slow breaths, breathing in slowly and deeply and then relaxing and letting go as the air falls out.

Now add a few words… for example…


Breathing in I smile


Breathing out I relax

This is a wonderful moment



(Thich Nhat Hanh)
2. Sustained concentration on the Breath

Take a few slow deep breaths to assist the relaxation process. As you breathe notice that when you inhale you actively pull air in. However when you breathe out and release the air, all you need to do is to relax. With each breath you simply let go of tension.

Now turn your attention to the actual experience of breathing. Notice the two most prominent sensations are at the nostrils or at the abdomen. Select one of these areas and give it your full attention. Follow the sensations of breathing as they shift and change as the air moves in and out and then comes to rest in the brief pause between breaths.

Sooner or later you will suddenly awaken with a little gasp of surprise as you realize that you have been lost in thoughts or fantasies, unaware of the breath or even that you were meditating. This is natural. Just gently and lovingly turn your attention back to the sensations of the breath. Don’t struggle or fight with the mind, simply relax. When your attention on the breath strays, bring it back… this may happen a hundred times!
At the end of the session open your eyes and take time to look around you. Get up slowly and bring whatever clarity you have gained into your activities.








(Essential Spirituality)

3. Mindfulness while eating

Take a small amount of food. You might hold it in your hand and feel it. How does it interact with your skin? Take time to explore this sensation. 

Now look at the colours and take time to notice the interaction with light. Bring it up to your nose and smell it gently and allow the aromas to fill your nostrils. Feel these sensations. 

Now place the food into your mouth letting it sit on your tongue. Feel the sensations. Become aware of the flavour. Allow yourself to fully explore these discoveries. When the time is right, swallow and follow the sensation down the throat. How do you feel? How do you see the world? What is it like being fully in the present?
Sample Visualisations:
1. Water cycle – purpose is to help students understand the water cycle by becoming a water droplet.
You will be peaceful and calm throughout this fantasy.  You will have a pleasant, interesting and comfortable journey.  No harm will come to you at any point.  You will be perfectly safe at all times.  You will always be able to do whatever you want to do.  When your experience is over you will feel refreshed and relaxed, peaceful and full of energy.

Allow yourself to flow with this fantasy... Let go.... Give yourself permission to enter into it as completely as you can.... Take your own pace.... Go at your own rate.

Visualize now, a large, calm lake at the base of some very high mountains.... The sun is rising slowly through scattered, pink clouds.... Enter into the peace and tranquility of this scene.... Experience it as fully as you can.... Look all around you.  See everything there is to see.... Listen to the early morning sounds.... Smell the fresh mountain air.

Visualize the water.. . . . Now, you will become the water... You will become crystal clear, pure, transparent water ... You are floating.... floating on the surface of the lake.  Enjoy being there.  Feel the water supporting you and buoying you up.

The rising sun's glowing light penetrates the depth of your being.  You are flooded with light.  Let the light in.... Experience the light coursing through you.... Feel the sun filling your entire being with brilliant, bright light.

As the sun rises higher, you begin to feel warmer and warmer... You grow lighter and more energized.... You are expanding.... You begin to rise gently, invisibly... You move higher and higher, until you are absorbed into billowy, white-gray cloud formations.

Feel yourself carried along and rolled about by friendly, billowy clouds.... Feel yourself rising with the clouds and swiftly moving upward towards the craggy mountain peaks.

As you rise higher, a brisk, cold current of air transforms you in an instant into a shower of infinitely varied, brilliantly beautiful snowflakes.... You move gently and ever so lightly downward towards the deep, soft snow banks below ... As you gradually descend, the bright rays of the sun pass through you, and you begin glistening and flashing with the full color spectrum of the rainbow.  Experience yourself in all your beauty and radiance.

You continue descending, lightly, airily and gracefully moving downward.... Gently, gently you are cushioned by the soft snow bank and your descent is ended.... Rest there in the sun and prepare for the completion of your journey… Feel the heat of the sun. Let it in.... Warm yourself thoroughly… feel the warm energy flowing through you. 

Fill yourself with sunlight.  Allow it to flow through your entire being… Feel the energy and power of this light.... Experience its radiance… You have become a centre of light.

You are rested now and refreshed.  You are ready to move on.... You discover that the warm rays of the noonday sun have transformed you into crystal clear liquid.... You are fluid again ... You begin moving downhill ... now fast, now slowly ... seeking your own way... Feel your power as you flow.

You join other waters and move now right, now left ... now over, and under ... always following the path of least resistance ... Flow at your own pace and find your own way back down to the lake.

You are nearing the bottom now ... when you reach the lake, flow out onto the surface of the water and spread yourself out.  Stretch, expand and float there.  Feel the water supporting you.... Enjoy the exhilaration of having completed a varied and exciting journey... Be aware of the wide range of your capabilities.... Be aware of your beauty and your power.

When you are ready, come back to yourself and to this room.  Keep your eyes closed.... Spend some silent moments with yourself.  You will feel refreshed and relaxed, energized and peaceful.

Continue to be yourself now ... the person you are ... and
also remember that you are water. Remember your capabilities …your mobility ... your power ... your various modes of being…Remember you are filled with energy and light ... Allow yourself 
more often to experience yourself as fully as you have today... When you are ready, open your eyes and make some contact with this room and with the people about you.

(Jack Sequist, cited in, Education and the Soul, pp. 58 -59)

2. Three Wishes – purpose is to help students work out what is important to them.
You are walking along a beach. Feel the sun, the wind, the waves, the sand etc. As you are walking you notice a shiny object. You pick it up and discover it is a lamp. You rub it and a genie appears and asks you to make three wishes. What are your three wishes? 
You continue to walk along the beach and you pick up a perfume bottle. It says on the label that if you open it and take a sniff you can be whatever you want to be. What do you want to become? 

You continue walking and come to a cliff. You clamber up the rocks and notice some caves. Inside a cave is a wise old man. He says you can ask him three questions. What are your questions? 
In return for asking the questions the wise old man says you have to answer his questions. He asks "Who are you?" and "What interests and excites you?"
3. Special Place – purpose is to find an inner sanctuary where inner self is brought into connection with outer self

Imagine you are walking up a hill. See the trees around you. Feel the light breeze, the sun creating patterns through the leaves. As you walk up the path be conscious you are leaving the everyday world behind you. You are breathing fresh air. Now and then you see a view far below through the trees. You are getting higher and higher.

You now come upon a light filled clearing. You notice a stream with water falling over a rock shelf into a pool large enough to swim in. The stream and the pool are surrounded by rocks, ferns and moss. It is inviting. Watch the sun glittering off the water. Watch the water spray. It is warm so you stand underneath the falling water. The sun fills each droplet with light and you feel as though you are taking a light shower. You feel light entering your head and flowing inside your body. You see light cascading around your body.
You dive into the pool, feeling the water cleansing your body. You get out and find a warm rock in the sun and lie back or sit comfortably. You become aware of all the sensations of your body. The sun on your face, the light breeze. You begin to hear the sounds of the forest. You look at the different colours, shapes textures. 

You are feeling safe, warm and relaxed. This is your special place. A place where you can come to and be yourself. At this stage you might like to invite someone into your place. Perhaps a wise old person, a mother or father figure, or a child. Each of these represents a part of you. Watch what they do… perhaps they have something for you – a gift or a message. Become aware of this. What are they trying to tell you? Give them a hug and watch them go.

Now you may have a question or a problem facing you. Just bring it to you mind and let it go. Become aware of any feelings, imagery or thoughts you have.

Before you leave your special place, you may wish to state an affirmation… say it in positive language using the present tense... “I am …. .”  Feel it as part of you. See it happening.
Now when you are ready, bringing the clarity and insights you have gained with you, leave your special place and come back to the room…. to your body. Wiggle your toes and fingers. Gently stretch and come to a sitting position.

4. Revisioning  problems – purpose is to see a situation in a new way, find alternative ways of behaviour and visualise these happening. Helps break habit patterns. (This may also arise without analysis from regular meditation practice)

Think of a situation which has become a problem…. Eg. An interaction that you have with another person which makes you upset. When we react out of habit patterns we can create situations which bring out the worse in ourselves and the other person. We are going to try and see the pattern and understand it and then deliberately act in a way that we feel that we have acted from the best of ourselves.

Imagine you are a fly on the wall and are watching the situation unfold in front of you. You are quite distanced from it and do not experience any of the emotions yourself. You hear what the people in front of you are saying. You sense their emotions. You don’t take sides. You are looking for patterns and for triggers.
Now move into the other person and experience what they are feeling as the situation unfolds. Now move into yourself – notice your feelings. At any time if you are too upset move out and become the fly on the wall.
Now sit quietly, gently breathing. Imagine light filling your body. Feel it filling your heart with love. See yourself as a child who is always loved, no matter what you do. Feel love for yourself. Now see the other person as a child who is always loved. Can you feel love for them, compassion, non-judgment? 
Can you see the patterns which have arisen which have caused the friction? What can you do to break the pattern? What way do you feel is true to yourself in being with this person? Imagine a similar situation, but this time create the responses that will change the outcome. You may have to try a few possibilities. How does each of these sit with you? Do you feel you are being the best you can be? 

Once you have worked out a strategy, imagine the situation happening again– you are in the situation seeing it from your own eyes. See yourself get involved, yet also being distanced from it. As the situation progresses imagine bringing light into your body. Imagine you are the best you can be. Take a deep breath and act out your new way forward. Feel confident that when in a similar situation you can take a breath and bring the best of you into your body.
Books:
Atkin, J (1994) Teaching for Effective Learning, Course

Jensen, E., (1998), Teaching with the Brain in Mind, Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development, Alexandria, Virginia

Gawain, S., (1978), Creative Visualization, Bantam Books, Toronto
Palmer, J.P, (1990), The Active Life: A spirituality of Work, Creativity and Caring, Jossy-Bass Publishers, San Francisco

Miller, J.P, (1994), The Contemplative Practioner: Meditation in Education and the Professions, Bergin & Garvey, Connecticut

Miller, J.P., (2000) Education and the Soul, State university of New York Press

Moen, L.,  (1994) Meditations for Transformation, United States Publishing

Moen, L.,  (1994) Meditations for Awakening, United States Publishing

Thich Nhat Hanh, (1999), Going Home: Jesus and Buddha as Brothers, Rider, London

Walsh R., (1999)  Essential Spirituality, John Wiley and Sons, Canada
Holistic Education website and discussion group:

www.hent.org
Contact: 

Sue Stack              Email: hent@bigpond.com
Sue Stack
Page 12
9/20/2003

