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Carpe
momentum.
Carpe diem, it seems, is just “so last millennium.”
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teaching
Mindfulness
By Kathy Florence

Myriad opportunities for distraction make being present to
each moment of every day life more difficult than ever for
adults and our children. Our children have never known life
without constant media feed, cell phones and internet.
More than ever, staying mindful to our inner selves takes
conscious effort and daily practice. St. Martin’s is bringing
mindfulness to the classroom with moments of daily
downtime, meditation and the opportunity for quiet listening.
Carpe momentum.
Seize the moment. And squeeze
every bit of attention from it that you
can. And then follow that with focus.
Add a few mind exercise techniques,
daily practice of concentrated breathing
and thoughtful, concerted efforts to
turn-off all that distracts.
You’re being mindful… present…
aware… and in-tune with yourself and
your surroundings.
Feeling calmer? That’s just one of
the benefits.
Carpe diem, it seems, is just “so
last millennium.”
Our days are filled with multitasking, gridlock, ever-updating
electronics and over-stuffed schedules
while we are surrounded by others

spinning with perpetual fury of their
own. Short of finding yourself alone on a
deserted island with nothing but a volley
ball to talk to, the opportunity to seize
an entire day just isn’t even an option.
Information once carried by ships,
pigeons and covered wagons – or
perhaps snail mail, fax machines and
telephones if we bring it a little closer
– now zooms toward us at the speed of
light from our phones, our watches, or
computers, our tablets, and even our
eye wear. Even 24-hour news channels
struggle to keep up with breaking news
as many stories have circled the globe
before reporters can telescope out their
selfie sticks.
Check yourself: There’s a lull in
conversation; a television commercial; a
stop light. Do you grab your cell phone
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Downloadable apps
including
“Stop, Breathe and
Think,”
“Zen Mixer”
and
“Headspace”
can help the novice
or the zen master
carve out moments for
mindfulness.
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and start mindlessly clicking?
The constant need to check our
social media feeds and emails, sync our
calendars, and update the latest app
is coming at a cost to our heart rates,
our relationships and our own aplomb
‑ not to mention the repercussions
of distraction when we are driving,
cooking and moving through our lives.
What’s worse, our children are
feeling it too.
Indeed, our children have never
known a world that moved at any pace
but break-neck. Weaned on the internet
and introduced to high technology
as toddlers, they are used to all that
zooms toward them via social media
and are organically comfortable with
maneuvering through touch screens,
back sites and code.
But what may not be organic are
the skills to turn off. To slow down
and look inward with determination. To
experience and understand. To focus
on self with total consciousness toward
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simply being.
So, start with the moment.
As our world gets faster paced, our
best shot for peace lies in individual
moments strung together in pieces
throughout our day as a means to
recapture the ground beneath our feet
and re-center our souls.
And perhaps more importantly,
we need to teach our children to do the
same.
The onus is on adults and leaders to
set the example, says St. Martin’s School
Counselor Christina Johnson.
“When you aren’t fully focused,
kids can smell it,” she says. “It takes a
minute-by-minute commitment to own
your feelings and your choices, to stay
centered with your senses and to offer
that presence to our children.”
Intentional. Purposeful. And notby-coincidence.
“We as parents and educators have
to ‘walk the walk’ and teach this lifestyle
to our children,” says Johnson. “It’s so
much more than this year’s buzzword.
It’s the path to a purposeful life.”
St. Martin’s is making great strides
toward walking that walk. Faculty
members and administrators were
introduced to mindfulness techniques
and training at a seminar at the start
of the school year. Ongoing practice
and expanded concepts are planned
throughout the coming years.
“Our goal is to allow our staff
members to practice and perfect their
own mindfulness techniques and then
introduce them organically throughout
the classroom,” says Elementary School
Principal Mary McPherson. “Just three
to five minutes of relaxing the mind,
centering and making ourselves aware
of our own thoughts can make such
a difference in our day. The potential
benefits are overwhelming.”
In fact, a 2014 Harvard University
study used MRI scans to confirm that

The science of spirituality
has shown there is a lifelong
connection between spirituality
and thriving. It has also shown
that the essential foundation for
spirituality is established in the
first two decades

SMES Chaplain Stefanie Taylor uses visualization techniques with her students in religion class. She finds that the practice fosters great class disussion of personal experiences as well as quieting busy minds.

regular meditation could improve the
brain’s gray matter in as little as eight
weeks.
“We are seeing a lot of anxiety
in children,” adds McPherson.
“Mindfulness techniques offer coping
skills that they can use their entire
lives to help with focus, relaxation and
cognizance. The intellectual benefits are
a wonderful bonus.”
First grade assistant teacher Ashley
Self has long recognized the benefits
of mindfulness training and has been
introducing yoga and breathing skills to
her class for years.
Conscious breathing is a huge part
of mindfulness,” says Self. “And it easily
transitions into the curriculum and
classroom.”
She describes teaching her first

grade students to take in deep breaths
and then exhale slowly trying out
different phonics sounds – like the ‘th,’
‘sh’ and ‘wh’ sounds.
“Taking time for mindfulness is
particularly helpful during transition
times, like when we are returning to
the classroom from the playground,”
says Self, a certified yoga instructor.
“We spend a few minutes with belly
breathing – by putting our hands on
our stomach, closing our eyes, and
paying attention to the rising and falling
of our stomachs – as well as simple
poses whereby I teach the children to
pay attention to their own personal
space, their own bodies and their own
thoughts for a few minutes before we get
on with our lessons.”

Imagery can help.
“Picture yourself as a candlestick,”
Self tells the children. “Your light is
Jesus’ light.”
She describes the candle floor pose
with legs straight against a wall allowing
the head to move closer to the heart.
“It’s a great way to calm the nervous
system before bedtime,” she says. “These
are life skills and important as coping
mechanisms for learning to channel
energy in a positive way toward focus
and awareness.”
“Putting concentration to little
thoughts, like ‘Lord, help me to do my
best on this test’ or making the sign of
the cross in the dirt when you are up at
bat are some examples of mindfulness,”
says Pat England, a 19-year veteran
faculty member and religion teacher for
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In Conversation with
Lisa Miller, Ph.D., and author of THE SPIRITUAL
CHILD: The New Science on Parenting for Health
and Lifelong Thriving met with St. Martin’s
parents, faculty and staff on Sept. 30 for an
enlightening discussion of the science of
spirituality and mindfulness in our children.
Here are her thoughts:

first through third grades.
“I think mindfulness is about
embracing the moment and being
present to God, others and ourselves,”
England adds. “My teachers would say,
‘put yourself in the presence of God and
adore Him.’ I can still hear their voices
resonate inside my head.”
Cliche? Hardly.
While mindfulness may be top
of mind out of necessity of our evermoving world, these concepts are far
from new.
“There is timelessness to
mindfulness,” says England. “There is
little question that DaVinci and other
great minds had to achieve a measure
of mindfulness in order to achieve what
they did for destiny.”
Downloadable apps including
“Stop, Breathe and Think,” “Zen Mixer”
and “Headspace” can help the novice or
the zen master carve out moments for
mindfulness.
“One moment of mindfulness
evolves into a wave of amazingness,”
adds Johnson. “The benefits are
beautifully exhausting.”

How would you define the science of spirituality?
Science is a way of seeing and testing, and an infinite range of topics
can be regarded through its lens. We often look at a great force in
terms of its impact, indirectly. For example, gravity– we cannot see
gravity, instead we look at the expression or effects of gravity on
objects or planets. The science of spirituality does the same. The
science of spirituality examines the impact of spirituality on human
thriving, health, and development by measuring the effects of spiritual
life on the brain, our bodies, our health, and our relationships. The
science of spirituality has shown there is a lifelong connection between
spirituality and thriving. It has also shown that the essential foundation
for spirituality is established in the first two decades
And how would you define “natural spirituality” as distinct from
“religion”?
Natural spirituality is inborn, foundational to our nature, and
our birthright. It is in our innate nature to seek and perceive
transcendence, a connection to a larger universe. These abilities and
drives can work together to develop a two-way relationship with a
higher power– God, the creator, the universe, or nature, for example.
This relationship is expressed in many different ways in different
traditions. Religion is an embrace of our natural spirituality, as it is
shared or transmitted from a specific group of people and carried out
in specific traditions.
Religion can cultivate our natural spirituality, but so too can other
institutions and practices—yoga, spending time in nature, and acts of
service, for example. A person can be highly spiritual and religious, or
highly spiritual without religion. Religion traditionally offers a language
and guidance for spiritual growth and development, as well as a sense
of community and relationships based upon spiritual values. These are
all critical elements of developing a personal spirituality.
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We know now that there is nothing more profoundly beneficial
to children than to foster their innate spirituality. This is
monumentally important information for all parents to have
and use.
As a scientist at the forefront of this research, I know that personal
spirituality is the greatest, life-giving resource for children. But, in my
day-to-day life as a parent to three children, I see that this essential
information has not yet made its way into the culture of parenting.
When I talk to other parents about my work at pick-up and drop-off,
or on the sidelines of a soccer game, they light up with recognition
of the idea they hadn’t previously been able to identify or articulate:
that children have a deep connection to something larger than
themselves. The science I share with them squares with their
experience of their children, and inevitably they share wonderful
anecdotes. But how to use this incredibly valuable information as
a parent or an educator is what is missing in our literature. My aim
in writing The Spiritual Child is to lay plain the scientific findings so
parents can understand this great resource in their children and learn
how to encourage and support it. This book is about the spiritual
child and also about creating a space for spiritual parenting.
In the book you identify specific ways that parents can help
develop and support their child’s spirituality. What are some of
the key ways in which parents can engage their child’s spiritual
connection?
Our parenting culture is very good at mastering new ideas that are
based upon science. For instance, take toddlers and the “terrible
twos.” When parents figured out that two year olds must say “no” as
a biologically based developmental imperative– in order to become
their own personalities– we stopped thinking that two year-olds are
simply defiant or stubborn, or that we were doing something wrong
as parents. Once we understood the developmental process, we
learned to honor the little person’s important work of individuation
and
burgeoning sense of agency.
So too with spiritual development. With the
right road map to spiritual development, we
as parents are far more able to ensure that
our children thrive.

The non-profit organization
helpguide.org offers many
ideas for incorporating
mindful breathing exercises
into your daily life.
Here’s one idea:
The key to deep breathing is to breathe
deeply from the abdomen, getting as
much fresh air as possible in your lungs.
When you take deep breaths from the
abdomen, rather than shallow breaths
from your upper chest, you inhale more
oxygen. The more oxygen you get, the less
tense, short of breath, and anxious you
feel.
Sit comfortably with your back straight.
Put one hand on your chest and the other
on your stomach.
Breathe in through your nose. The hand
on your stomach should rise. The hand on
your chest should move very little.
Exhale through your mouth, pushing out
as much air as you can while contracting
your abdominal muscles. The hand on
your stomach should move in as you
exhale, but your other hand should move
very little.
Continue to breathe in through your nose
and out through your mouth. Try to inhale
enough so that your lower abdomen rises
and falls. Count slowly as you exhale.
If you find it difficult breathing from your
abdomen while sitting up, try lying on the
floor. Put a small book on your stomach,
and try to breathe so that the book rises
as you inhale and falls as you exhale.
Breathing techniques can be practiced
almost anywhere and can be combined
with other relaxation exercises, such as
aromatherapy and music. All you really
need is a few minutes and a place to
stretch out.

PATTERNS

= Fall 2015

13

