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I T ’ S  A  H A P P Y  T i M E �playful, carefree, innocent. Such is the commonplace about 
childhood. And while there is some truth to it, it�s an incomplete picture. It�s doubtful 
childhood was ever so rosy as all that�we�ve always known about its darker side�but 
the picture you get today, from talking to the people who spend their lives working 
with children, may ask you to pay more attention to the inner lives of children. Many 
teachers will tell you that the average child in America leads a life that can be as stressful 
and fearful as it is materially luxurious. And those without luxury, they say, face even 
greater pressures. As children enter adolescence and teenagehood, the social, emotional, 
intellectual, and spiritual challenges escalate, often to a painful and even suicidal (and 
homicidal) degree. Growing up is very hard to do, and most of it happens in school, a 
place many of us would like to forget. 

When you consider the number of people 
involved in educating and being educated in 
kindergarten through twelfth grade in Amer-
ica it�s hard to take the state of our schools 
for granted. After health care, education is the 
most signi�cant domestic policy concern. Each 
day in the U.S. and Canada, the equivalent of 
the entire population of Italy (approximately 
60 million) attends school in K-12, and they 
are taught by a cadre of teachers equal to the 
population of Ireland (4 million). What should 
they teach, and how should they teach it? Each 
generation of teachers�and the administra-
tors, university education departments, gov-
ernments, and gurus that support and bedevil 
them�asks that question all over again. 

One hears all kinds of answers�educational theory is an ever-burgeoning indus-
try�but some of the freshest voices today are talking about, and trying out, methods 
that go beyond transmitting information and training in cognitive skills. In having 
children pay attention to their breath, to their walking, to the world around them, and 
to their own emotions and those of others, they are trying to include all parts of the

BARRY B OYCE talks to teachers about how contemplative 
practice can transform the meaning of education
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child, and all parts of the teacher, in the process of education. Be-

yond that, they are fostering a nurturing and caring climate in the 

classroom, and even expanding the object of study to include the 

workings of the mind itself.  Some call it �contemplative educa-

tion�; others are reluctant to name it anything just yet. The com-

mon thread that runs through the comments of all of the educators 

I spoke with, though, is that school can be a place of tremendous 

discovery, and real discovery requires all the resources of body, 

mind, and spirit that teacher and student can muster. 

THE GARRISON INSTITUTE in Upstate New York was founded 

in 2002 �to explore the intersection of contemplative and spiri-

tual experience with engaged action in the world.� One of its ini-

tiatives is called Awareness and Concentration for Learning, and 

over the next three years, it will �promote the research and imple-

mentation of contemplation-based interventions in the Ameri-

can public school setting.� The focus on the public school setting 

is a key part of the initiative�s goals. Many teachers will tell you 

that lots of wonderful �contemplative� work has been happening 

in small, private schools for a long time�including Montessori, 

Waldorf, and Quaker schools, to name a 

few�but for a wide-reaching impact to 

be made, methods must be proven effec-

tive by research and free of any special be-

lief system, and they must speak to needs 

identi�ed by teachers and administrators. 

Only then can they can be adopted by the 

school systems that educate most of the 

children in America. 

The initiative�s new director, Patricia 

(Tish) Jennings, founded a Montessori 

school in Napa Valley, California, and 

trained Montessori teachers at St. Mary�s College in Moraga. She 

now holds a faculty research appointment at the San Francisco 

State University Department of Child and Adolescent Develop-

ment. According to Jennings, �It�s vitally important that what we 

introduce in public schools is secular, not associated with any 

kind of religion. Scienti�c evidence is very important right now, 

because the only evidence we have at present that contempla-

tive techniques work in educational settings comes from spiri-

tual traditions. School districts will not and cannot blur lines 

between church and state. We need to be sure that the language 

we use is scienti�c and secular, and that the techniques do not 

require any kind of belief system to work.�

When I asked Jennings, who has been meditating for thirty 

years, if the line between spiritual and secular was not fuzzy at 

times, she readily agreed. But she also said it is possible to �nd in 

secular contexts the same truths and discoveries that come out 

of a religious tradition such as Buddhism. For example, the work 

of psychologist Ellen Langer points to our propensity to overlay 

past knowledge on current experience, leading us to believe that 

things are other than what they are. In other words, it would be 

healthy for us to recognize that things are 

always changing, not solid and continu-

ous. �The fact of the matter is,� she said, 

�that everything is impermanent, and you 

don�t need Buddhism to tell you that.�

In a sixty-�ve page �mapping report� 

on contemplation and education, Garri-

son surveyed programs that use contem-

plative techniques and created detailed 

de�nitions of what is encompassed by 

this �eld. Contemplative techniques, the 

report said, �include attention training 

ABOUT THE PHOTOS :  Peter Cunningham traveled 
to schools in Brooklyn, Harlem, Manhattan, and New 
Jersey in November 2005 to photograph students 
participating in The Teachers College Reading and 
Writing Project, a coalition of teachers, administra-
tors, academics, and writers that provides “profes-
sional sustenance and hope” to literacy educators. 
Lucy Calkins, the project’s founding director, works 
with schools and school systems both at the adminis-
trative level and in the classroom. “Lucy’s programs 
teach skills for expressing the wonder of being alive,” 
Cunningham says. “I have seen children in her pro-
grams beg not to go out for recess so they could con-
tinue writing their stories.”
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and re�nement practices, secular meditation, and yoga. Increased 

self-awareness, mindfulness, self-re�ection, emotional intelli-

gence, and social skills are among the outcomes associated with 

these techniques.� In a statement that was echoed by everyone I 

talked to, the report said that these programs �share a common set 

of outcomes with mainstream education � enhancing students� 

learning and academic performance, improving the school�s so-

cial climate as well as promoting emotional balance and pro- 

social behaviors.� It goes on to say that the programs also aim to 

develop �noble qualities such as peacefulness, internal calm, com-

passion, empathy, forgiveness, patience, generosity, and love.�

�Contemplation� and �contemplative techniques� are not terms 

you are likely to hear when you�re standing at the bus shelter, and 

some teachers �nd them too arcane or Eastern-religion-laden to 

be accepted into mainstream schools. Garrison �nds the term 

�contemplative� helpful, relying on a de�nition provided by To-

bin Hart, author of The Secret Spiritual Life of Children, as �a third 

way of knowing that complements the rational and the sensory.� 

While experts may disagree about what to call it, all seem to want 

to bring that third way of knowing into American classrooms.

L I N dA  WA ll  A c E  T E A c H E S  at an elementary school in Colo-

rado. She has taught every grade level of elementary school for close 

to thirty years and is also a long-time practitioner of contemplative 

techniques. In the past few years, she has been using exercises where 

children �focus on their breathing, their thoughts, their eating.� She 

says, �This has had more impact than anything I�ve seen in my 

whole teaching career.� First off, it helps the students academically, 

because they can focus their attention better and deal with all the 

tests they have to take these days. Life is often hectic and unfocused 

A child who doesn�t have a sense of meaning and purpose, who is fearful 
and anxiety ridden, is a child who can�t learn.  �LINDa LaNTIERI
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for children, she says. �Students are multitasking, sitting in front of 

TVs and videogames. They are often very distracted. Very simple 

things like starting each class with a bell and having students focus 

on their breath help train their ability to attend to a task and can 

help transitions be much smoother.� 

The variety of exercises and practices Wallace uses�including 

body scanning, paying attention while eating, visualizing a safe 

place, and generating thoughts of loving-kindness for relatives, 

friends, and others�also bring children physical and mental 

health bene�ts. �Children today have a lot of stress and a lot of 

problems with overeating,� she says. �There is more and more be-

ing written on the negative effects of multitasking on attention 

and learning. With these techniques, we can actually train children 

to notice tightness and pain, how stress shows up in their body. 

They can learn to slow down and notice their bodily sensations, 

including actually noticing when they are eating. It also helps with 

their meta-cognition, their ability to stop and re�ect on their own 

thinking. They are learning that they are not their own thoughts.�

Other programs, Wallace says, �told kids to stop and think, 

but the kids did not have the resources to stop their thought pro-

cesses or their rapidly rising emotions. Contemplative practices 

help them to stop and get a different perspective, and then make 

a choice. Rather than imposing any belief on them, as some 

people might believe these practices do, it is quite the opposite. 

It asks them what their beliefs are and teaches students how to 

access them.�

Many programs that Wallace has tried in the past, with 

names such as �refusal skills, bully-proo�ng, and silent major-

ity,� amounted to �teachers telling students what steps to follow, 

working from the outside in.� By contrast, Wallace says, �Contem-

plative practices provide a missing component, a perspective out-

side their regular thoughts and emotions that allows students to 

focus and center and ground and calm themselves, so they can ac-

cess their inner knowledge.� She quotes a student who was afraid 

of forgetting during a test saying, �My mind went blank, so I used 

my breathing and then I could remember,� and another who felt 

embarrassed about her own body: �I used my anchor breath to-

day because this boy always calls me �bunny ears.� I calmed down 

and said to myself, �These are the ears God gave me and I�m go-

ing to keep them.�� 
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T H E  O N E  M I ll  I O N  S T U d E N T S ,  80,000 teachers, and 1,400 

schools of The New York City Public School system form one of 

the largest, oldest, proudest, and most beleaguered school sys-

tems on the planet. A city within a city, it�s a legendary place, 

regularly depicted in books, movies, and TV shows. It is also a 

very real place. In the immediate aftermath of the September 11 

attacks in 2001, the trauma experienced by young people was 

felt most acutely in New York City�s classrooms, particularly in 

Lower Manhattan. For Linda Lantieri, a prominent education 

activist who founded a post-9/11 schools program, �This hor-

rible crisis was also an opportunity to acknowledge that both 

teachers and children have an inner life, and that their inner life 

needed to be nurtured to bring them to recovery.� Project Re-

newal: Building Resiliency from the Inside Out (a project of the 

Tides Center, which provides infrastructure for non-pro�t pro-

grams) started in the spring of 2002, with the goal of equipping 

�school staff and parents with the tools, skills, and strategies to 

strengthen their inner resiliency in order to take positive action 

in the face of grief and trauma and to model these skills for the 

young people under their care.� Its target population was twelve 

schools in and around Ground Zero.

Lantieri de�nes resiliency as �not only bouncing back, but 

�nding a state of well-being beyond our normal experience,� 

and her concern for inculcating it in children radiates far beyond 

Ground Zero and crisis management. She has been an educator 

for thirty-eight years, and a daily meditator for even longer. She 

taught for many years in a middle school in East Harlem and 

went on to become an assistant principal, a school director, and a 

college teacher. She co-founded the Resolving Con�ict Creatively 

Program, one of the most widely adopted social and emotional 

learning methodologies. When she put together the anthology 

Schools with Spirit; Nurturing the Inner Lives of Children and 

Teachers, which came out in the fall of 2001, Lantieri was turning 

a corner. �Having �rst included the heart in education, through 

all the work with social and emotional learning,� she says, �I 

gradually moved further to wanting to include the spirit, so that 

all of a child�s self could show up in the classroom.�

Project Renewal�Tides Center is currently focusing on the 

twelve schools as demonstration sites for a variety of progressive 

techniques. It is widely acclaimed as an important pilot project 

that will provide valuable research to support approaches that aim 

to educate the whole child. Lantieri feels that �contemplative� is 

often simply equated with �meditation� and may often carry a reli-

gious connotation. Even though she acknowledges that �mindful-

ness is well on its way to becoming a secular term,� she is reluctant 

to have a module with that name. She prefers to think and talk 

in terms of �nurturing young people�s inner lives, which includes 

activities that we might call �contemplative� and �mindful,� but it 

can include a lot more. One of the challenges of this developing 

�eld is building common ground and �nding a common lexicon 

for discussing students� and teachers� ultimate questions about 

meaning and purpose, the spiritual dimension of learning, and 

the connectedness we have that goes beyond our own mind and 

emotions. This work includes what we might call �contemplative� 

techniques for quieting the mind, but also the arts, storytelling, 

and spending time in nature, and I�ve certainly noticed that it is 

not at all dif�cult to get children excited about this kind of work.�

Lantieri stresses that academic performance is important but 

that it should come in the context of a new and broader de�ni-

tion of what it means to be educated. �A child who doesn�t have a 

sense of meaning and purpose, a child who is fearful and anxiety 

ridden, is a child who can�t learn,� she says. �A bigger vision of 

With these techniques, children can learn to slow down and notice their bodily sensations. It helps their 

ability to re�ect on their own thinking. They are learning that they are not their own thoughts.

               �LINDa WallaCE




