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Abstract:  Mindfulness awareness practices can make a substantial and creative contribution to the teaching of geography, environmental and other earth-based sciences.  While these practices have a great deal to contribute to any educational setting, their particular application in teaching geography is explored here.  This paper is based on the author’s twelve years of applied experimentation at the undergraduate and graduate levels at Naropa University, a liberal arts university that includes in its mission statement a goal of teaching students practices that lead to awareness of the present moment.

Mindfulness awareness practice can bring unique gifts to higher education. When joined with more traditional models for transmitting knowledge, it can contribute to a more holistic, integrated approach to education. Dr. Thomas Coburn, well-known scholar and President of Naropa University, often summarizes the essence of contemplative or mindfulness awareness practice as “deep listening to self and other,” a skill which is obviously critical to the development of compassion, attentiveness and conscious relationship. In applying this definition of mindfulness awareness practice to earth-based sciences, I add to this definition the notion of “deep feeling or sensing,” in the sense of an inner listening that goes beyond our normal notion of simply hearing. 

This kind of “listening” or sensing can lead students to a sense of direct relationship with the earth and the natural world, a process which we could describe as a kind of “falling in love” with the earth and natural phenomena. We often do this when alone in nature, in moments of awareness of natural phenomena, or simply in moments of quietude. Only seldom, however, do we leave room for such moments in teaching and learning settings. 

Mindfulness practices also lead to an experience and observation of how the mind perceives things. The qualities of attentive awareness and observation of perception itself are entirely in line with practices of primary scientific observation. The mindfulness practices, from which they spring, in fact, offer actual guidelines for how to engender the primary observations.  This engagement with mindfulness practices contrasts with many standard teaching methods that propose to simply copy someone else’s method and analysis, rather than engender the mind/experience from which they stemmed.

In its most essential form mindfulness practice invites one into silence for a period of time. One sits silently in an upright posture, releasing one’s thoughts and noticing what one notices. Following the breath as an object of attention supports this practice. The subtlety and variety of mindfulness techniques are extensive, and various techniques may suit different people at different times in their development of these practices. However, allowing space and attention without conceptualizing is at the heart of all such practices.

So what is to be found, or gained, from cultivating the qualities of openness, awareness or presence? Senge, Scharmer, Jaworski, and Flowers (2004) describe what occurs in these moments of awareness or presence in their book Presence:  Human Purpose and the Field of the Future:
We first thought of presence as being fully conscious and aware in the present moment.  Then we began to appreciate presence as deep listening, of being open beyond one’s preconceptions and historical ways of making sense. We came to see the importance of letting go of old identities and the need to control and, as Salk said, making choices to serve the evolution of life. Ultimately we came to see all these aspects of presence as leading to a state of “letting come,” of consciously participating in a larger field for change. When this happens, the field shifts, and the forces shaping the situation can shift from re-creating the past to manifesting or realizing an emerging future. (p. 13)
These practices of deep listening, being present and “letting come” engender qualities relevant to oneself, others, and the natural world. Mindfulness awareness practices have been found effective in a wide range of settings from health care systems to prisons. The early work of Dr. Jon Kabat-Zinn with terminally ill patients at the University of Massachusetts Medical School in Boston was a forerunner of the wealth of techniques now entering the American health care system. Such practices as Heart Math and a range of relaxation techniques are now widely taught in medical settings. There are projects across the country to teach meditation in prisons and to CEO’s of corporations. Dr. B. Alan Wallace, of the Santa Barbara Institute, has recently spearheaded a movement to integrate meditation and awareness practice in high schools. In the context of this renaissance of practice and perception, it seems valuable to experiment with these techniques in the context of higher education.

How, then, can such practices be applied in the context of teaching geography and other environmental or earth sciences? How can such material be integrated into the curricula at the programmatic level? Here I explore these questions first on the level of a basic geography course, and then I offer examples of how it can be integrated at the BA and MA program levels. In this discussion I draw upon the experimentation on this in the Environmental Studies Department at Naropa University. Although the size and mission of departments in other institutions may vary immensely, the techniques or applications suggested here could be adapted in many other settings.

Individual course application

In a basic semester-long physical geography course, mindfulness awareness practice can be integrated into both the class time and assignments done outside of class. A simple form of integration into course work can be the practice of 5 to 10 minutes of quiet sitting at the beginning of the class. While one might expect such a minor addition to have minimal effects, taking such time can actually engender a much more focused and connected student body by creating a field of respect and attention and an atmosphere more conducive to learning.

Going beyond this to include simple guided reflections on observing natural phenomena can begin to familiarize students with sensing as a way of knowing.  This can be described as “primary observation,” i.e., without the expectation of measuring, labeling or counting anything.  In engaging this kind of pure observation or presence in the natural world prior to a lecture, students begin to do two things.  First, they begin to trust their own observations. This is an approach to teaching and learning that draws out the wisdom of the students rather that filling them up with knowledge before they have had time to engage their own sense of knowing. Secondly, it gives them a feeling of direct connection with the material being discussed. This causes less disconnection when the students then participate in the standard lecture-style class format.

An example of this kind of sensing exercise is one in which students observe the circulation of air prior to a lecture on global air circulation patterns. The students are instructed simply to sit silently and observe the movement of air into and out of their bodies. After some time, they are encouraged to sense and feel the air movement immediately around them. Then their attention is directed to the larger air movement in the general area at that moment. Taking time to sit quietly and simply feel and sense the air brings the student into a direct feeling for the subject that is then discussed in the lecture. As a result, students are more alive and attentive to the material being presented, as well as more engaged in the whole learning process.

Such observations can be conducted in any number of ways, with students working either in groups or independently. It is particularly effective if the faculty and students can do the exercise together prior to the lecture. It also works well, notably in the case of large classes, to assign this exercise to be done some time prior to class in a spot outdoors of their choosing. I encourage students to select a spot close to home, with the idea that students will develop attention to natural phenomena right in the urban or other location in which they live. Asking students to keep journals of their experiences with these exercises is a way to include this aspect of the course as a significant element of the overall learning objectives. Writing in the journals assists students in carefully attending to their observations and in realizing that this level of sensing is a significant part of the class.

The outcome of this and many other related exercises, as I have observed them over time, is a greater openness to learning the material of physical geography. Even students who may initially show aversion to science, such as those who sign up for the course simply to fulfill their science requirement in the least painful way possible, tend to develop a more engaged, open relationship to the subject. Indeed, this approach has tended to engender a feeling of fresh or beginner’s mind and an enthusiasm for learning.  

This quality of fresh or open mind opens up the possibility for a greater intake of the information being taught. It cultivates a sense of curiosity rather then resistance to learning. In addition, I notice students developing a sense of the reliability of their relationship with the earth.  This can take forms ranging from an increased trust in their own abilities to observe and understand how the earth functions to the development of a deep-seated care and respect for the earth.

Program level applications

At Naropa University we have had the opportunity to experiment with integrating contemplative practices into the larger curriculum design at the BA and MA levels. While I am drawing on the outcomes in our Department of Environmental Studies, these are elements that can just as easily be applied to geography curricula.

The BA curriculum we have designed aims to join the study of science with environmental history and justice, through the use of contemplative practice.  To accomplish this we have developed a specific course to teach contemplative practice in the context of environmental work. This course offers basic contemplative practices with a specific emphasis on engaging those practices in the natural world. The use of sensory awareness exercises has also become significant to developing close perception of and relationship with the natural world. A day-long sunrise to sunset solo in a wilderness area is a highlight of this class. 

As students become more familiar with contemplative practice as a way of knowing and learning, they look forward to and, in fact, expect this view to be integrated in some way into all their courses. Toward that end, we have developed a sequence of courses to follow the initial contemplative course that keeps this particular emphasis in the foreground and extends into the areas of deep ecology and ecopsychology. As students engage in this course material, they begin to embody a view of close relationship to the earth (i.e., it goes beyond mere concept to felt experience), and they tend to be less likely to view the natural world as exclusively a set of resources to be used. While other BA programs may not choose such a strong application of contemplative practices within their curricula, the use of one or more elements of the curriculum noted here could bring life, fresh views and deep respect for the earth to a BA geography or environmental studies curriculum.

The MA in Environmental Leadership at Naropa University is a bit unique, yet like the BA, offers ideas which may be fruitful for other more specifically science-oriented programs. Many elements mentioned above appear in the MA including a specific course in contemplative practice, as well as a longer 3-day wilderness solo nested within an 8-day field course. In essence, contemplative practices are offered as a key to sustainability as a leader. Over time, with this serious application of contemplative practice within a curriculum, students develop a number of skills for professional work of all kinds. These include an ability to bear witness to suffering, an ability to suspend judgment in order to find creative outcomes, and an ability to sit with conflict and complexity and have the space to “let come” effective outcomes or resolutions.

In conclusion, I suggest that the application of mindfulness awareness practices to higher education in environmental sciences can contribute to bringing the heart back into teaching and learning. In addition, it offers contributions that reach beyond the educational setting. The use of primary observation brings students back to both trusting and enjoying their direct relationship with natural phenomena. The joy and sense of connection that arises from practices of “deep listening” or “deep sensing” can blow away old preconceptions, thus bringing students to a state of “letting come,” of consciously participating in a larger field for change as described by Senge, Scharmer, Jaworski, and Flowers (2004). Applying mindfulness awareness practices to environmental education thus invites a fresh vision of our relationship to the earth and renewed access to the emerging collective vision or work of our time. 

Suggested Reading

Cajete, G. (1993). Look to the mountain: An ecology of indigenous education. Asheville, NC: Kivaki Press.

Cajete, G. (1999). Native science: Natural laws of interdependence.  Santa Fe, NM: Clear Light Books.
Macy, J. (1998). Coming back to life. Gabriola Island, BC: New Society Publishers.

Macy, J. (2005). World as lover world as self.  Berkeley, CA: Parallax Press.
Kabat-Zinn, J. (2005). Wherever you go, there you are: Mindfulness meditation in everyday life.  New York, NY: Hyperion.
.

References

Senge, P., Jaworski, J., Scharmer, C., & Flowers, B. (2004). Presence: Human purpose and the field of the future. London: Nicholas Brealey Publishing Ltd.
