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ABSTRACT 

This study examined the relationship between wornen teachers' personal spirituaMy 

and their roles in the secular classroom. Included in the research was a study of literature 

related to spirituality in the workplace and contemporary as well as traditional wrïtiogs 

on women's spi ri tu al if^ fiom various cultural viewpoints. Also included were studies 

done on the effects of spiritual teaching in the classroom. 

A research group approach that involved a number of reflective strategies was 

employed in an attempt to understand more M y  the interrelationship between 

participants' self-identined spirituality and classroom teaching. The participants in this 

research group, including myself, met numerous tirnes over a six-month period and 

remained in contact throughout the writing of this thesis. Reflective strategies included 

discussions, readings, joirmaIingy and survey responses. In dyz ing  the data, I examined 

transcnpts of our meetings and the written submissions completed by group members. 1 

did not attempt to artificially impose an andpical fiamework on the resuhs; rather, 1 

dowed thernes and pictures to emerge fiom our work together. The thernes identined 

Uicluded Spirituality and Sexuaii~r, Recreation and Re-creative Ritual, Physical Activity, 

New Learning, and Personal Relationships. The research group also evolved over the 

course of o u  meetings and continued to meet idiormally since we ended formaL 

discussions. 

Concems and questions regarding our spoken need to lead integrated lives are 

discussed. The literature and the responses of the participants serve as Iinks in 

understanding the importance of our spirituality to our workplace functioning. 



Implications conceming areas of teacherktudent classroom behaviour are 

presented. As we engaged in the research process in an attempt to understand ourselves, 

we also identi6ed professional implications. These professional implications included 

concems to be addressed and positive applications of the resuits. 

The objective of this study was not ody to a m e r  my personal questions regarding 

the integration of my spirituality and my teaching, but also to encourage support and 

M e r  study of the issues arnong other women teachers. It was ako to encourage an 

ongoing evaluation of our education system and how the spintual needs of teachers and 

students may be addressed in a secular classroom. 
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CEAPTER OMZ 

Introduction 

Throughout my teaching career I have struggled to balance my inner Me and my 

outer He. W e  other areas of my life have more easily lent themçelves to intentional 

harrnony and integration, the interactions in rny classroom and the cumculum material 1 

teach have always presented a challenge for assimiIation mto rny vahie system. One mode1 

which has been helpful to me in trying to envision a baIanced life has ken that of the 

Native medicine wheel with its four quadrants representing the physical, emotional, 

intellectual, and spiritual aspects of human c%eing". 1 want to convey this balance to 

students, 1 want to make value-guided choices myself, and 1 want to teach students at a 

deeper level than the acadernic curriculum mandated offers. At the same tirne, 1 need to 

meet professional standards and obligations in reference to demonstrable proficiency by 

students in specific curriculum areas. I have therefore stmggled to assess for myseifwhat 

is "right" teaching. 

Priestley (1 996) says that cccurriculurn is much s d e r  than education" (p. 5) and 

''we are king asked [now] to create not teachers but curriculum communicators . . . " 

(p. 5). 1 have never wanted to be a c'curriculum communicator" and yet there are some 

compromises which have seemed necessary in order to belong to the profession 1 have 

chosen. Fox (1 994) contends that these compromises have hurt and deprived the very 

young people who are purported to be served by this profession @. 170). Csikszentmihalyi 

(1993) states the case for a broadened curriculum clearly, " . . . ifwe continue to teach 

physics separately fiom ethics, or molecdar biology without concem for empathy, the 



chances of a monstrous evolutionary misCarriage are going to increase. To avoid these 

possibilities, it is imperative to begui thinking about a truly integrative, global education 

that takes S ~ ~ O U S I ~  the interconnectedness of causes and effects" (p. 276). 

Attempting to live cohesively in the classroom with my physical, emotionaI, mental 

and spiritual selves, I have sought out people - other teachers - who might have fond 

some answers to the dficulty. 1 have asked the questions: How does my spiritual life 

affect my teachuig? How does this af5ect my students? If the spilmial aspect of my king is 

as real as the others (and 1 believe it is), then what are the unseen effects upon what 1 

teach and upon those I teach? As Priestley (1 996) States cc . . . any cUmcdum practitioner 

who does not recognize the fact that values are k ing  communicated throughout the whole 

timetables of a school is in the greatest danger of all" (p. 5). How can all this be assessed? 

And, fïnally, what has happened to the profession of teaching wherein historicdy teachers 

were holy people, called upon by the Divine and sought after by men and women to be 

healers of the spirit and visionaries of the truth? ''The 'voice' that rings in the classroom 

needs to be not ody ccartistic and airned at naming yourself but  alsol political and focused 

on naming the world" censmire, 1994, p. 10). 

It is the challenge to answer these questions and to live cohesively in my classroom 

that has interested me and caused me to M e r  investigate the experïence of other women 

teachers who define themselves as spiritual women. The issue of the marnmarnage of 

spirituality and the secular classroom is of particular importance at a time in our history 

when values are k i n g  questioned on every level and when young people are faced with 

the perplexities of rapid changes both in their physical and cultural worlds. 



Definition of Terms 

The definitions of ccspintual" or " s p W t y ' '  seem to equal the number of different 

people attempting to defme those t e m .  Phi1 Lane, aboriginal teacher and designer of 

courses in the study of Native Spiritual@, was asked during an interview to descnàe the 

spiritual quadrant of the medicine wheel. He answered, "I believe you also need to 

recognize that there is something which we can't see, touch or understand. Some people 

c d  it the Greater Power, some c d  it God, and others call it Spirit. There's sornething 

beyond our understanding and comprehension. That's what guides us, that spintual belieE 

The more you honour it, the more it gives you inner strength". Fox (1995) States, "Our 

minds want to be stretched to experience the innnite, another word for which is Spirit" 

(p. 172); while Spretnak (1 993) maintains that to be spiritual is to '8ave communion with 

a re* that appears to be beyond the conscious self' @. 209). 

Eastern religions such as Hinduism and Buddhism, which are more body-centered 

than the ChristianÎty of the Western world, locate our connection to our spintual nature in 

what is termed the "seventh chakrayy, at the very top of the head. This entry point into each 

human king is believed to aUow the life force to pour endlessly into the body, mind and 

erno tions fiom the greater universe, or God. Christianity places more emphasis on the 

spint king outside the body. Indeed, for many Christians, body and spirit are two quite 

separate entities. Part of the teaching of the traditional Church has been the necessity of 

subjugating the body to the control of an e x t e d  God spirit. This may partially explain 

why defining the concept of spirit and spintuality is so difncult within our culture. 

It is now important to say what these terms do not mean in the context of this 

study. Neither spirit nor spirituality refers here to the specifically religious context most 



commonly associated with them While some of the Iiterature examined contains 

references to God andlor fâith communities and some of the participants express their own 

beliefk in God and their own faith, it is accepted that there are many examples of spirit in 

the worId and that d people are spintual regardless of any formal or traditional religious 

association. 

Because of the d3Eculty in d g  the exact individual nature and understanding 

of spint and spiritual, I chose to allow the participants in this study to self-deiine 

themselves as spintual women and dso to ask each one her own particular dennition of 

the ternis. Together we formed a Ioose working definition of both spirit and spiritual, 

which encompassed the notion of our awareness of our connections to aIl parts of our 

world, seen and unseen Throughout our discussions this definition became more 

concretely inclusive of an awareness of our connection to the unseen forces which have 

through history k e n  named as God or Divine energy; an ofien un-named force beyond the 

human dimension. As illustrated in the transcript of session four (Appendix B), our 

attempts to dehne what we meant by these terms continued throughout our meetings: 

S. (trying once again to define spirituality) . . . it's beyond but its eternaI and 

intenial . . . a sec- fiom withui, fiom knowing an inner strength or an 

inner force, guides yo y supports you, is not judgmentai . . . 

other discussion ... 

L- 1 refer to it as the nurhiring IT! 

The other term, which is used throughout the study, is the so-called c'secular 

classroom". This term is used to defhe a classroom, which operates within the public 

school setting rather than one contained in either a separate (as defined by the Education 



Act in Ontario) a d o r  private school. As such, it is a iearning environment where neither 

formal religious training nor specifïc denominational, sect, or faith practices are taught. 

While an overview of worId religions may provide üie course content in some school 

settings, this is accepted to be a course under the auspices of the social sciences 

department, which is taught h m  an objective viewpoint rather than as a bais for spiritual 

development. 

Educational Importance of Study 

Why is it important to assess the impact of teachers' spiritualiîy on the classroom 

and to work towards a greater understanding of the many forms of spirituality and the 

many facets of teaching? The results of this study have both personal and education 

related applications. Readers who have been seeking validation and support for theu 

attempts to assunilate their own spiritual values with their classroom practices will fïnd 

that support among the stories of the participants and validation fiom the literature, which 

describes a need for such integrated assimilation They will find a voice for their 

spirituality and will be able to identifj. other teachers whose struggles resernbIe their own. 

As Fischer (1988) names the connecting of one person to another as ccspiritual fiendship" 

(p. 196) and speaks specifïcally of women helping other women to understand their varied 

roles fiom a spintual perspective: "Spintual direction [with a gend] . . . c m  help women 

trust t heir sense that their path to God and style of prayer is rooted in their experiences" 

(p. 208). 

This study &O adds to the understanding of the hidden or implicit versus the 

explicit c ~ c u l u m  taught in classrooms and throughuut schooI systems. If there is no 



mention of spirituality or purposehl development of the individual spirit in our school 

sysrem, then over a student's 13 year educational career we have effectively tau& by 

omission that the topic is not important. 

. . . schools have consequences not ody by what they do teach, but also by 

virtue of what they neglect to teach. What students cannot consider, what 

they don? know, processes they are unable to use, have consequences for 

the kinds of lives they lead. (Eisner, 1985, p. 103) 

The other facet of hidden curriculum, which this study aids in the understanding of, 

is that we teach as much by action and example as we do by words and assigned exercises. 

Body language, eye signals, and voice tone are a i l  tools for unspoken communication in 

any setting and, we are told by psychologists in the popular media that these took convey 

fa- stronger messages than verba.1 communication. This king so, it fo llows that teachers 

who are aware and cornfortable with their own spirituality and value the spirihial reality 

around them will commu~~cate that awareness and cornfort to students while indirectly 

imparting spiritual value. 

It is my belief that wiùi enough support and documented research, curricula con be 

changed and school board priorities cm be altered. This seems to be an opportune 

moment in Ontario to speak of necessary changes to the curricula as the curent 

govemment has moved in exactly the direction deplored in much of the Iiterature - cutting 

costs by deleting fiom schools those very subjects which encourage the development of 

the spirituai. Spretnak's (1993) comments about public education in the United States 

echo the thoughts of many Ontario educators: 



Since there is widespread recognition at this historical moment that [the 

United States] system of public education has become shockingly 

ineffective, a sweeping reorientation seems possible- A curriculum that is 

b d t  on fundamental processes of the universe . . . would honour and 

encourage both the particular and the communal. It would ground 

creativity in awe and respect for the larger reality, the web of Me. Instead, 

alas, we hear nothing but talk of educational reform that will meet the 

dernands of the global market. It does not require much imagination to 

envision the dismal mure that wiU result ifecological depth, critical 

thinking and creative unfolding continue to be passed over in a 

reonentation of our educationd system for the narrow dernands of the 

technocratie imperative. (p. 1 89) 

Limitations o f  this Study 

In order to examine the relationship between spiriiuality and classroorn teaching 1 

chose to ask participants to explore their own experience as teachers and to do so by self 

report. Csikszentmihalyi (1 997), when describing his Expenence Sampling Method &es 

the following observation: 

. . . Foucault and the postmodeniists have made it clear that what people 

tell us does not reflect real events, but only a style of narrative, a way of 

talking which refers ody to itself. While these critiques of self-perception 

illuminate important issues that have to be recognized, they also suffer 

fiom the intellectual arrogance of scholars who believe their interpretation 



of reaIity should take precedence over the direct experience of the 

multitude. (p. 20) 

The women in my research group told their own storïes, fiom their own perception, 1 

realize that all self-reported memories and stories are open to bias. However, when 

discussing as intimate an issue as personal spiritualjty, subjective "direct experience" was 

what I wanted to think and write about, not the O bjectiveIy reported £indings of 

academics. 1 will discuss the issue of self-reporting M e r  in the chapter dealing with 

andysis. 

1 chose to include only women in this study as 1 believe men experience and 

descn i  their spirituality quite dzerently fiom women. The literature shows that this is 

particularly true with the body/spirit connection which many women can now identifl as 

king fùndamental to their understanding of God, 'Teminist theology must fùndamentdy 

reject the dualism of nature (body) and spirit" (Rosernary M o r d  Ruether as quoted in 

Plaskow and Christ, 1989 p. 161). To include both genders in exploration and discussion 

would be informative at amther time but wodd require, 1 believe, some complicated 

translations on both parts. 

The six women participants and myseifail teach at the same high school within the 

public school system of Ontario and we have aIi known each other for a number of years. 

We are aIl between forty and fifty years of age and have an average of twenty-five years 

teaching experience at the secondary school level. As women of this age and at this tirne in 

our lives, we acknowledged that we were more inclined to take time to reflect upon our 

inner selves than we had been able to during the years when our careers were fïrst starting; 

our partner relationships were new; and many of us had young chiidren to care for daily. 



Within the time span of this study education in the Province of Ontario experienced some 

major cur~ïculurn changes under the leadership of Premier Mike Harris. These changes 

impacted on ail of our classrooms and professionaI development as we adapted to 

restmcturing within our school boards and within individuai school. ALI the comrnonality 

we s h e d  faciliîated trust and communication initiaily, but as discussion became more 

personal, farniliarïty appeared at times to hinder progress rather than aid iz full disclosure. 

Research Questions and Overview 

How do other women teachers experience their spirituaJi@ within the teaching 

profession? How is their spirituality evidenced in the secular classroom? These questions 

motivate this study. The research provides an opportunity to m e r  my own 

understanding as weU as an opportunity to focus my attention on a subject, which 

in th te ly  affects my personal We. 1 beiieve the answers to these questions lie in the shared 

stories of women teachers thernselves and that common understanding will corne as we 

talk to one another. 

In the second chapter I examine the fiterature and describe both historical and 

current thinking on spiritual teachingIIeamhg. 1 &O focus on writings fiom various world 

religions which d e s c n i  women's connection between sexuality and spintuality. Chapter 

Three chronic1es the research rnethods and descnis  the dBcuIties of carrying out this 

particular type of research and in Chapter Four the expiences, responses and views of 

the participants are descn'bed and analyzed. In the ha l  chapter 1 examine the implications 

of this study for four distinct groups of people: myseifand the other five participants; our 

present and fùture peers and students; school boards and Ministries of Education; and 



other people who may read this and connect with some of  the concepts discussed here. In 

addition, I comment on what I have leamed fiom this work about the personal and 

professional integration o f  the physical, emotional, mental, spiritual aspects of who 1 an 



CHAPTER TWO 

Literature Review 

The literature related to spintuality and the secular classroom can be divided, for 

organizatiod purposes, into three categories: the  relationship between work (with 

emphasis on the work of teaching) and spirituafity; Abonginai, ethnic and traditional 

wrïtings regarding the integration of our whole selves; and the comrnunicating of 

spirituality as a means of teaching moral and spirntual values. These headings provide a 

fiamework through which 1 discuss the relevant research and writing. Many of the works 

addressed overlapping category boundaries, the result k ing  a web of related research 

rather than a hea r  analysis. Since d participants in this study are women, 1 have ais0 

included literature which relates specifïcaiiy to how women have traditionally experienced 

and expressed their spirituality. 

The Relationship Between Work and Spirituafity 

A healthy adult does heaithy work and integrates 

body, sou4 spirit and work. Thus, a spirituality of 

work completes [us]. (Fox, 1994, p. 1 1) 

Work, for Matthew Fox (1994), is not a function performed for a pay cheque or 

even for physical sustenance, it is a holy calling, a fü.Ebg of our need to contrïïute 

rneaningfidly to our own and to the community's existence. Throughout his writing, Fox 



suggests that our "outer work" that in which we engage daily, should mirror our "inner 

work" that is, o u  personal growth towards wholeness. 

In order to practice spirituaMy in the workplace, Fox (1994) believes the bulldmg 

of community between like-minded workers is an absolute necessity. These commmities 

would build dreams, encourage adventure and challenge peers in the discipline of growth. 

''The prirnary gift that adult [teachers] need to share with the young is the practices of 

discipline that allow the inner search to go on in depth" (p.181). It is my view that such a 

gift can only be given by addts who possess it themselves, which begs the question of 

how much of a iike-minded cornrnunity is the staffof a school? Do teachers feel 

encouraged and supported by their peers in both their outer and inner work? As 

Csikszentmihalyi (1997) argues, " . . . when there is reason to think that we are 

appreciated, job satisfaction is usually high; whereas the greatest source of stress in the 

workplace is the feeling that no-one is interested in supporting our goalsy' (p. 113). 

While Fox (1 994) centers on the spiritual aspect of work and relates our inner 

selves to some experience of God and the sacred, Csikszentrnihalyi (1 990) offers a 

dinerent perspective on centered or focused work by discussing the satisfaction of the 

"autotelic workery' (p. 144). Csikszentrnihalyi defines "autoteiic" as referring to a "self- 

contained activity, one that is done not with the expectation of some future bene&, but 

sirnply because the doing itselfis the reward" (p. 67). This is similar to Noddings' (1992) 

reminder that ccoccupationyy originated f?om the idea that one did weli at what occupied 

one's energy and focus. Csikszentmihalyi (1990) goes on to focus specincally on teachers 

by stating that c7eaching children h order to tum them into good citizens is not autotelic 

whereas teaching them because one enjoys interacting with children is" (p. 67). The inner 



work here fiows with the outer work and ïntegrity is the resuk Csikszentmihallyi (1993) 

stresses that the experience he is descniing does not include a relationship with the 

Divine. Rather, his is a strong belief in our abiiity as human beings to progress 

psychoIogicaiIy, through Iogical thought processes, to a state of peace and happiness. 

We realize that king at the cuîting edge of evohaion on this planet means 

that we can either direct our Mie energy toward achieving growth and 

harmony or waste the potentials we have inherited, adding to the sway of 

chaos and destruction. (p. 4) 

Much of his writmg regarding the necessity of meaningfbl work parallels that of Fox, who 

teaches that our work is meant to be an expression of who we are at our deepest level: 

work is central to the well-king of the ind~duai  for both these *ers. Csikszentmhdyi 

is adamant that productive and satisfjkg work is the outcome of a healthy culture and that 

an "autotelic" worker is one for whom work and self are completely integrated. By using a 

lovely exarnple of an old woman who herds sheep on the dopes of the Alps, 

Csikszentdalyi delineates the necessity of fhding meaning in the most mundane of tasks: 

beauty in the most ordinary of circurnstances. The old shepherdess is not only content in 

her daily round of fields and pathways, she is joyfûl with the complete satisfaction and 

fûlfiknent of king connected to her natural world. Using Fox's vocabulary, 

Csikszentmihalyi would be speaking of the sacred 

Through the comparative biographies of five women, Mary Catherine Bateson 

(1990) descnis the complicated weaving that is necessary to balance busy lives. Writing 

autobiographically, she examines her own continuhg attempts to integrate self and work, 

while remairhg committed to personal relationships and cMc responsibilities. As an 



academic, researcher, and d e r  she notes the struggle towads integration of self and 

work: "One of the things that haunted me while 1 was at Amherst was the different 

meanings of 'work' and 'home' that hide behind what is becomiug a false dichotomy for 

rnany men and women" (p.122). She singles out education and the training of teachers for 

special criticism: 'Yet many professors are also narrow, quite incapable of king good 

deans or presidents because their entire training has been as Johnny one-note. For many 

this extends to the inability to teach - ifteaching means bebg attentive to the needs and 

interests of others" (p. 18 1). She writes passionately about a woman's need to integrate Life 

and to be the same person in all avenues of her being. Accordhg to the women Bateson 

interviewe4 to do othenvise, to live in a compartrnentalized fashion, is to court physical, 

emotional, mental and spiritual dis-ease. Her father, anthropologist Gregory Bateson, 

believed that the fkst thing children should leam was how the various Me-systerns are 

interconnected (Csikszentmihalyi, 1993, p. 272). Without this knowledge he believed that 

children would be unable to make any real sense of their world. 

Hill, Vaughn, and Harrison (1 999,  Aboriginal women teachers in the United 

States, report that they have viewed their work as a holy c a k g  and have treated it as such 

daily. The women speak of the joy of helping each child discover hifier potential and 

co~ectedness to the Universe. As Hill claims, 'my bottom b e  is to ask, "What difference 

does it [my king here] rnake to the child?". . . That's where it begins and ends for me!" 

(Hill, in Hill, Vaughn & Harrison, 1995, p.7). Hill's staternent parallels Fox's sacred 

comectedness to meaningful work, Noddings' occupation, Csikszentmihalyi's autotelic 

experience and Bateson's integration of the world of selfand work. 



Integration (and thereby, integrity) cornes neither easiiy nor cheaply for any of the 

above wnters. They are constantly reassessing, improvising reactions and c hallenging past 

decisions while regulariy taking risks in connecting with self, p e r s  and others. A process 

of seIf-reflection is embarked upon by necessity. Self-reflection is a process which rnay 

include dialogue with others, but will almost certainly center upon some variation of 

journaling, writing, and the keeping of a diary in order that thought and self-discovery take 

some identifiable f o m  The vital connection made by Rasberry (1997) between Wnting, 

teachhg, and pedagogy leaves little room for doubting the intimate reiationship between 

writing and selfand others' reflection and discovery. 

For classroom teachers, the risk of rneaningfùl connection intensifies as the "other" 

. . 
mentioned above will uiclude peers, students, parents, administration, the wider 

community and a host of other participants. Crediting a former professor with initially 

sparking her interest in the social impact of cumiculum, Mary Rose O'Reilley (1993) says 

that she pondered this question for many years: '7s it possible to teach EngIish so that 

people will stop k i h g  each other?" (cover insert). As a college EngIish teacher she views 

education as the 'Tostering of a critical encounter with the intellectual and spiritual 

traditions of rnankind" (p. 87) and urges teachers to f o m  relationships with students that 

involve risk of self, but also d o w  for community growth and awareness. She stresses the 

need to protect out spirits fiom k ing  crushed by the pressures teachers feel to conform to 

a set of educational and professional expectations, which stifie persona1 growth The most 

st*g of these expectations may be the we/they separation of teachers and students, 

which is recognized as professionaily acceptable in most schools. While k ing  able to 



remain physically separate, the very nature of the spiritual seq written about by Bateson 

and OYReilley, defies separation fiom other hurnan beings, including our students. 

Howard Gardner (1999), working on Project Zero at Harvard University, has 

defhed eight alternate intelligences. While several of these intelligence scales relate to 

concrete measurements such as linguistic, musical, bgical-mathematical, spatial and 

bodily-fiesthetic abilities, two of them relate to areas which specifïcaliy connect with 

Noddings' cirdes of caring (which will be discussed in more detail later). These are: 

Intrapersonal: the awareness of one's own feelings, emotions, goals, and motivations and 

Interpersonai: the awareness of others' feehgs, emotions, go&, and motivations. 

Gardner has suggested that spirituai intelligence may be a separate area to examine, but he 

is reported to have rejected it for now since spiritual intelligence is too hard to define at 

the present. 1 will continue to read his work in the h i e  to see whether he is able to fit 

spiritual intelligence into his working critena for de fixing specific intelligences. 

Aboriginal, Ethnic and Traditional Writings Regarding the Integration of our 

Whole Selves 

When ccspirituality" is entered as the search word on the teachers' network, an 

Amencan based web page ~p://www.teachnet.org/) the result is 'Wo Matches Found for 

Search" while the same search conducted at the site of 'Tirst Nations - Canada's School 

Net" @ t t p : / / i n d y 4 . f d l . c c ~ m n m n u s / ~ i S k ~ c a n a d ~  yields seven good matches 

and many more peripheral mentions. In their paper, Living and Workinn in Two Worlds, 

Hill, Vaughn, and Harrison (1995) write of the need for Indian women to be teachers of 

Indian children Xthe culture is to survive with its spiritual values intact. The primary 



cornmitment in Native schools to sacred l e h g  and spintual teaching has fden to the 

imposed importance of business and indu*. Native leaders and teachers know this to be 

the wrong course for young people and have tried to reinforce cultural and spintuaI values 

wherever possible. "Culturally, a woman was a repository of ritualistic knowledge and her 

status increased with age . . , women were responsible for much of the cNdren's 

education" Vaughn, and Harrison, 1995, p. 2). W i i  their culture these women are 

honoured as the wise women they are and they are fiee to expose thei  students in the 

Indian schools to as much spintual teachuig as possible. In fact, throughout the study, 

which examined both Abonginal and non-Aboriginal perspectives of teaching and of the 

necessity for spiritual content in formal curriculum, mention is made of how vital it is to 

this Aboriginal school system that ail other subjects are integrated into the teaching of the 

spiritual and to creativity of expression (which is seen as a direct gift £tom the Creator to 

each child). Unfortunately, these Native women wnte of having to "unlearny' some of their 

training in order to be true to their calling as educators. They were taught to focus on the 

printed curriculum and teach to specific guidelines set down by boards. It was only after 

they were hired by Native bands and ailowed to teach the cultural values that they were 

able to fïnd integration of work and self Interestingly, each woman states that this has not 

led to the deterioration in quality of more conventional curriculum work produced by 

students, but rather to an excitement and passion in the classrooms which they had 

hitherto not known, 

Almost a hemisphere away fiom North Amenca, the early Celts taught that only 

poets could be teachers and, until the end of Celtic society, there were very few male 

poets. In Celtic society spirituaMy and teaching were intrinsically joined and the teachers 



moly people) brought both knowledge and b e r  healing. The description of Celtic holy 

women is similar to that of the Native Shaman who brings wisdom for both h e r  and 

outer 'îvorlds of the soul." For the Celts, Christianity appears to have ken the final force 

which 1ed to the subjugation of women and the institutionalization of knowledge. As early 

as 100 A.D., schools in Ireland were established under the guiding hand of male clergy 

who were strongly tied to the nihg govemment. The fieside learning of values and 

culture was replaced by a more forma1 and politically influenced education, This was a 

prirnd separation of work and home for both student and teacher. 'Tt was not until the 

establishment of the monotheistic religions - Judaism, Christianity, Islam - whose 

principal God was heavenly and male, tbat women began to be forbidden public office and 

prevented fiom workiug in the professionsyy @roo ke, 1 997, p. 14). 

The Native Studies Department of the University of Brandon, Manitoba, under the 

leadership of Phil Lane, pst-Chair of Native Education, has pubiished an alteniate 

c~u~iculurn guide, "Teachings of the Sacred Tree, " which gives many examples of 

classroom leamhg strategies stressing the ùitegration ofthe sacred with the secular. Lane 

left the University to become a consultant but still gives summer workshops to educators 

dealing with all aspects of consciously teaching the spiritual in secular settings. In a 

personal conversation during the surnmer of 1996 he expressed to me his disappointment 

that more non-Natives did not enroll in his courses, as he felt the lack of spiritual teaching 

in nomNative clasnooms could only be detrimental to the students, the teachers, and 

society in generd. I agree with his concem and it is the work of this thesis to explore the 

presence and practice of spintuality within a secular classroom 



Spintuality as a Means of Teaching Moral and Spiritual Values 

Fox (1994) outlines specifïcally the type of education young people need in order 

to grow as spiritual beings. He urges schools to become '%visdom schook" as opposed to 

'?uiowledge factories." He says of the art and music curriculum" .. . [education] wodd 

thereby honour the artist by invithg her to teach not just art but life - to teach images 

which are withb all of us" (p. 170). Later in the same chapter he writes "What folly our 

culture has gotten itselfinto, censoring the word "spirit" so that our young do not hear it. 

. . adults &aid of the Spirit should not be designing schools for our chi.ldrenyy (p-172). 

Huntington Lpon ,  at the University of Virginia, is concerned about specific 

aspects of the curriculum, largeiy through language, and the effect on moral education of 

students (Lymon, 1997). These are valid interests, but the core of the matter stilI lies with 

the basic communication between two spiritual beings --- teacher and student --- and why 

and how that communication is transmitted. It is not enough to only examine the specific 

language used in instruction. Communication occurs at many levels beyond verbal 

exchange; to concentrate oniy on language oversimplifjes the process through which 

students leam and by which teachers teach. 

Hill addresses the root of the problem when she says, ''Human beings are not king 

taught who they are and how they are supposed to live together . . . Children need to be 

taught about commui-ty " (HiIl, 1997, p. 2). Her perceptions echo those of Noddings 

(1 992) and Spretnak (1993) who believe that schools should be centers where students 

and teachers alike leam to care passionately for all elements of creation, including 

thernselves, above all else. The path of caring, to Noddings, is a Me-long walk embarked 

upon together by teacher and student. Using the image of concentric circies, 



Noddings (1992) illustrates the focus of caring by labeling the innermost point the 'karing 

for self' which iuvolves taking time to maintain a healthy lifeçtyle and listenïng to our own 

bodies' rhythms. Teaching children to love thernselves by appreciating their own 

uniqueness and the special gifts they bring to a classroom setting would foster the type of 

positive self love Noddings writes about. The next, or inner circfe: Taring for spouse, 

children and students", emphasizes our need to fonn meaningful relationships with those 

around us and to feel ourselves to be an appreciated part of their well-being. 

Interdependence and fi-iendship are lessons which would form the basis of cu.rricu1u.m here: 

the art of maintaining He-long, mutually beneficial reIationships as well as the abiliîy to 

reasonably assess another's need and our ability a d o r  Wlllingness to meet that need out 

of genuine caring rather than obligation, As the ckcles widen, Noddings writes of caring 

for strangers or distant others which involves an understanding of and cornmitment to the 

wels of gIo bal relations. The awareness that what happens in our small community has a 

ripple effect on communities d e s  away connects students to their counterparts around 

the world and teaches responsibility for the consequences of our decisions and actions. 

Caring for anirnals, plants and the earth involves the concepts of eco-justice, conservation 

and intelligent distribution of natural resources. Geography taught fiom such a perspective 

would illustrate the connections between our own well-king and that of the naturai 

kingdom. Ravaged rain forests, dying whales and s h d e n  ozone layers are not accidental 

events but are directly connected to choices made in consumer economies. Students who 

learn fiom a bais  of caring for the whole world will understand that these choices need to 

be examined if the whole circle is to continue to be sustainable. 



Lastly, Noddings writes about caring for the human-made world and caring for 

ideas. These are inter- related as they both involve valuing the good that has evolved 

through human beings' thinking, creating and inventing. To appreciate both the growth 

and development of humaokind and the potential for fûrther good is to understand one's 

own place in history and to have hope for the present and fûture generations. Art, music, 

literature, science and drama are aii  venues through which a student might leam of the 

past and be excited and challenged for the fiiture (Noddings, 1992). A curriculum based 

on these circles would constantly rea££ïrm the connectedness of ail things. Cross-cumicular 

activities would involve the frequent examination of how one discipline afIècted another. 

How does the buying power of North Americans affect the coffee CO-operatives in South 

Amenca? What are the moral implications of buying sports shoes made by underpaid 

women in over-crowded factories? Students and teachers, supplied by the daily reporting 

by media of global events, would examine during every lesson the cause and eEect of their 

actions as related to each other and the larger community. 1 believe that students who are 

effectively taught their own responsibility and their reliance on the world community 

would develop a deeper sense of the intrinsic worth of both thernselves and others. With 

technology communicating to every student the latest global tragedy or act ofsenseless 

violence, -dents need guidance in developing the ability to care as weli as atFrmation 

that they c m  make a derence on a human scale, not simply learn facts and figures. I 

share Noddings' (1 992) argument that: 

We Iive in an age troubled by social problems that force us to reconsider 

what we do in schools . . . Too many of us thùik that we can improve 

education by designing a better cuniculum, finding and Enplementing a 



better form of instruction, or instituthg a better form of classroom 

management. These things won't work. . . 1 have argued that education 

should be organized around themes of care rather than the traditional 

disciplines. (p. 173) 

Spretnak (1993) also believes that the education system could be the heart of universal 

change: 

What ifwe were educated to nurture awareness of ow inseparable 

relatedness? . . . Young children feel a magical connection with people, 

animais, trees and flowers that could, through the progression of years in a 

cosmo1ogica~ grounded education system, be graduaily enlarged to 

include knowledge of the ways relatedness is explored by mathematics, 

science, literature, the social sciences, music, fine wts  and so forth. (p. 188) 

Noddings fiequently points out that teachers can only communjcate caring ifthey 

do, in fact, care. Priestley (1996) addresses the same problem by saying " . . . nobody 

seems to have asked what it means to be a teacher . . . 1 have already suggested that the 

fïrst requirement of anyoze who is going to educate (about spiritual values) is that they 

themselves might be examples of the process" (p. 12). Both writers would agree with 

Fox (1 994) that the conveyance of spintual values in the classroom for the purpose of 

building w'brant, positive cornmunities is absolutely necessary. 

Recently 1 heard that the New York public school system has elirninated art 

classes fiom its cum'culum because of budget cuts. The notion that art is a 

luxury item to the minds and spints of children - that it can be dropped like 



a sugary dessert fiom our diets - contradicts the laws and habits of the 

universe as we know them; the universe that is intrinsically creative, always 

begetting, dways birthrng, ahvays doing new things. What a pity that our 

human-devised work worlds, including that preparation for work we call 

education have yet to realize the intrinsic value of creativity. (p. 1 16) 

Compare the writing of Fox with what Csikszentmhalyi (1990) states on the same subject 

matter: 

Our cuiture seerns to have k e n  placing a decreashg emphasis on exposing 

young cmdren to musical skilis. Whenever cuts are to be made in a 

school's budget, courses in music (as weli as art and physical education) 

are the fïrst to be eliminated, It is discouraging how these three basic skills, 

so important for improving the quality of Me, are generally considered to 

be superfiuous in the cment educational climate. (p. 112) 

Both writers, although using difTerent ternis - spintuality and flow - to name the quality 

which they are discussing, emphasize the short-sightedness of school boards when music 

and art courses are slashed fiom the budget. Both clearly state that the quai@ of the 

education of children suffers dramaticdy fiom such program cuts, leavkg the distinct 

impression that the curent educational c h t e  can only result in dis-integration at every 

Icvel, 

The envisioned role of schools and teachers that Priestley descnis  is one in which 

education plays a major role in helping to achieve a just society where the contributions of 

aii are valued (cared for). OyReiiiey (1993) descnbes our current situation as urgent: 



As we try to center and recompose ourselves and our students, 1 think we 

teachers are in a race with death for the fùture of mankind. On the one 

hand, we are learnuig that al1 of us are knit together in a web of 

comect ions. We are seeing that co~lll~lunity-building, group pro blem 

solving and the fostering of mutual interdependence are central to our task 

as l i r a l  arts teachers and vital to a positive vision of the tüture. At the 

same tirne, lethai forces are on the loose. (p. 1 3 8) 

The literature supports the notion that the marriage of spirituality and the secular 

classroom is an uneasy yet vital union. There appears to be a groundswell of interest in the 

topic as rnany educators assess the current system and the tooIs it offers students with 

which to deal with a changing and at tirnes fiightening world. For too long, spintual 

education has been viewed as the teaching of religious dogma with undertones of control 

and subjection, Extreme examples are the practices of the church-run residential schools 

for Abonginal children, which are now coming to public attention through the media. 

Article after article documents the use of religious teaching in these institutions as a 

weapon to destroy the children's past cultural learning and spiritual practices. Not ody  

could the children not speak their own language, but any evidence of their belief in 

traditional spiritual practices was punished as an act against God. The Bible became a 

book of rules to be followed unerringly in order to avoid harsh Divine discipline. In recent 

years boti the Anglican and United Churches in Canada have issued apologies to those 

adversely effected by the Residential School system in Canada, but lawsuits continue as 

ex-students try to reclaim damages for various abuses suffered in these institutions, 

including cultural deprivation On September la 1999 the Toronto Star reported, in the 



wake of a Supreme Court niling against the Anglican Church, 'Yorty healing grants have 

been awarded b y  the Anglican ChurchJ to date to assist comrnunity-based healing 

initiatives." These initiatives are alI dealing with the physical and cultural abuse d e r e d  by 

students enrolled earlier this century in supposedly spintual school settings. 

While not all purging of spintual beliefi has been as brutal as that experienced by 

children in these schools, various denominations have used their own school systems to 

teach a narrow view of the world based upon the prescriid doctrine of religious leaders. 

In these places the study of religion is not synonymous with the study of spirituality as 

oflen the exact subjects through which children expenence their spirituaIity - art, music 

and drama - are the most tightly controlled. There seerns to me to be a fear that, if the 

children's spirits were set fiee to create in these areas, they might not be willing to 

embrace the various leamed catechisms. 

Now, as the world becomes d e r  and more interconnected, the teaching of 

spiritual values, rather than religious dogma, has become a necessity ifwe are to sustain a 

healthy world cornrnunity. It is not enough for students to be told what to believe or to 

recite articles of fath detemiined by those leaders generations before. In order to 

experience their own sense of cornpleteness and belonging and to find a meanin@ place 

in a complicated and fast-paced world, students need the guidance of spiritual teachers in 

the discovery and exercise of their spiritual selves- 

Women's Spirituality - Focusing on BodyfSpirit Connections 

I chose to concentrate thû study on women teachers ody, believing that men and 

women experience îheir spintuality differently. The literature IÏom a variety of religions 



and faith groups mppoas this belief Ancient goddess-worshippiog peoples and present 

day feminist theologians alike have observed that women experience s e x u ~  and 

spirituaiity as being inter-related. (By sexuality 1 mean ail aspects of their sexual selves 

including the cycles of menses, childbirth and nurture, sexual orientation, sexual 

relationships and physical sexual features.) Labowitz (1998) states the case strongly when 

she comments on how women grow in a relationship with the Divine: 

Through the voices that are both ancient and new, we learn not only that 

the Bible is our wedding contract with God, but that when we touch our 

bodies, we touch God: when we pleasure ourselves, we pleasure God; 

when we shed blood, we shed the blood of God; when we birth new Ne, 

we birth new forms of God; and as our bodies change, our image of God 

changes. (p. 29) 

She goes on to acknowledge throughout her writing that this thinking iç very 

uncornfortable for many within the Christian Church who believe that body and spirit need 

to be separate and that desires of the flesh, or the earth, are sinfiil, wlde desires of the 

extemal spirit are pure and Godly. How did this change take place? 

. . . when you change the story, you can change a whole culture. This is 

what the patriarchal era did in history . . . it occurred over severd thousand 

years as northem warrior triibes invaded the Near and Middle Eastern 

regions and brought with them male deities to whom the goddesses of the 

regions they conquered were forced to submit . . . the stones changed fiom 

goddess-onented tales honoring a woman's body to god-oriented tales of 

dishonouring women and covering up the mysteries of her body . . . stories 



witk simplistic tales, yet they moved deep into the psyche of the people 

pushing the goddess into centuries of oblivion. (p. 71) 

The goddesses of early cultures were closely attached to the earth and sexuality. 

Surviving images fiom pre-civilization depict Goddesses whose feminuie f o m  are nch3y 

endowed with fùll breasts, curving hips and thighs, rounded bellies and obviously sensual 

pelvic areas, and yet the physical representations of all deities worshipped in major 

religions to-day are decidedly mde. Christianity, therefore, is not alone in its patriarchal 

dogrna Buddhist author Lenore Friedman (1987) writes: 

Why write about women's bodies fiom a Buddhist perspective? First we 

are women. In unmistakably female bodies we practice the Dharma. Our 

bodies define and delight us . . . fiom birth to death we are never without 

them. Menstruation, sexual union, childbiirth, nursing, menopause, aging, 

dying - each is a huge embodied experience. Each links us to the physical 

world, to the moon and tides, to our fellow mammals, to creatureliness in 

all its my-riad forms . . . The Absolute is here, we say in each embodied 

moment - when we breathe, when we sweat, when we bleed, when we feel 

desire. Even then? Even then, we say. No other tirne. (Friedman and Moon, 

1997, p. x) 

Each one of women's unique physical experiences has been revered at some t h e  

in history for its mystery andor beauty. Menstruating women are still seen by Lakota 

Indians as king so full of spiritual power that " . . . in their presence any male-owned or 

dominated ritual or sacred object camot do its usual task . . . among the triis, the occult 

power of women, inextricably bound to our hormonal He, is thought to be very great" 



(Allen, 1986, p. 47). In Mesopotamian mythology, the world was created by the clotting 

ofthe Goddess' menstnial blood Cabowitz, 1998, p. 62). Robertson Davies' character of 

the old Gypsy woman in Rebel Angels secret& mixes her daughter's menstrual blood into 

the tea given to a would-be suitor to guarantee a romantic interest. 

Similarly, women's creative force was honoured and the mystery of child bearing 

revered by the ancients. "Re-contact Amencan Indian women . . . understood that 

bearing, Iike bleeding, was a transformational rituai act. Through their own bodies they 

could brhg vital beings into the world - a miraculous power unrivaled by rnere shamanic 

displays. They were Mothers and that word implied the highest degree of status in ritual 

cultures" (Men, 1986, p. 28). Chrisman, quoted in Friedman and Moon (1 997), says 

beautifiilly: 

Each one of us owes our life and breath to a woman. To create life on this 

earth some wornan has opened and cried. Whether by squatting, by 

standing, by dancing, on aU fours, or on her back. Whether by scalpel by 

breath, by prayer, by Song, by grace, or by wiU Whether at home, in the 

fields, beside a road, in a hospital, or in the water. Whether by cracking, by 

slicing, by oozing, by tearing, or by pushing. Some woman has opened, 

some woman has cried. This 1 know fiom my body. This 1 know fiom 

giving birth to my son (p. 59) 

This activity was usurped by the male Judeo/Christian God who created Adam in his own 

image, and then reversed again the natural order when Adam "gave birth" to Eve. 



The next physical experience, which has had special signiscance for women is 

menopause, when we enter into another phase of our lives beyond child-bearing years. The 

Lakota people believe that this is when a womanys wisdorn is at its most powedüd as she 

has entered the time of reflection and wisdoa In that culture the moon is referred to 

reverently as 'Xokum," meaning grandrnother. When rnenstrual cycles are past, women 

have entered the time of their lives when their energy need no longer be consumed by the 

physical and emotiond rigours of child-raising and they are able to focus on the spirihial 

aspects of We. Labowitz (1998) says of Leah, the rejected wife of Jacob in the OId 

Testament, "But this ber passing into menopausal years] is not the end of Leah's journey, 

only another turn in the ascending spiral" (p. 41). 

For women, it seems, our physical stories parallel o u .  spiritual stories. This is often 

difficult when Our cultural images of God are excIusively male. The need to expemence 

God and all things spiritual in relationshj. to our bodies forces us to review not mniy our 

attitudes to our own bodies, but also the way in which we image God. S d y  McFague 

(1987) suggests that women need to be able to see God as "mother . . . lover . . . fiend" 

(p. 5) while Gr* adds "sister" (Plaskow and Christ, 1989, p.105). Each ofthoçe images 

presents a powerfiil metaphor through which women can experience the Divine. 

A &al aspect of how women experience their comected physicaliîy and 

spirituality is through the teiling of their stones to each other. Across cultures woemen 

share an understanding fiom generation t O generation. 

My mother told me stories all the tirne, though I often did not recagnize 

them as that. My mother told me stories about cookulg and childbearhg; 

she told me storïes about menstruation and pregnancy; she told me stories 



about gods and heroes, about fairies and elves, about goddesses and spirits 

- - , she toId me stones about herse18 about her mother, about her 

grandmother . . . She told me stories about living and about dying. And m 

all those stories she told me who 1 was, who 1 was supposed to be, whom 1 

came fiom, and who would follow me. (Men, 1986, p. 46) 

Again, the need for women to teIl their stories crosses cultural and religious boundaries: in 

Jewish tradition " . . . women Iargely relate to each other through t e b g  our stories and 

validating each other7s feelings . . . " (Labo* 1998, p. 94). 

The telling of our stories brings about a profound understanding of what we miss 

when we do not speak: 

The stories of the women drew us back into a kind of knowing that had too 

often k e n  silenced by the institutions in which we grew up and of which 

we were part. In the end we found that, in our attempt to bring forward the 

ordinary voice (of women), that voice educated us. 

(BelenS., Clinchy, Goldberger, Tanile, 1997, p. 20) 

It is this understanding of the necessity for women to speak their stories that led me to 

choose a research group strategy for this thesis. 1 wanted women to be cornfortable in a 

group setting to teU the stories of their spirïtuality and to explore with each other what 

connection there was between their spiritual and professional selves. 



CHAPTER THREE 

Method and Introduction to Participants 

If1 care enough to speak the truth, my tnith, 
my story will speak for itsel£ 

(Aibert, 1996, p. 1 1) 

Focusing on Spirituality in the Secular Classroom 

The need to focus research on the place of spintuality in secular school classrooms 

has k e n  identified by Priestly (1 996), Purpel(1989), and Noddings (1 992), and a number 

of other researchers. Beck (1997) defines "holistic" as coming f?om the classical Greek 

holos meaning whole or entire and then explains that . . . holistic education is concemed 

with the whole person - niind, emotions, body and so on - and the whole environment - 

social, cultural, physical etc. - in which the person lives and Iearns. It is to be contrasted, 

for example, with schoohg which just focuses on academic Iearning and disregards 

emotional forces and social networks in the classroom . . . The 'whole person' we are 

talking about here includes the "soul" or "spirit" . . . our soul (including our spirit) is the 

whole of us, our whole way of king . . . meditation and feeling are part of ordinary 

experience and must be taken into account by educational theory and pedagogical practice 

(p. 2). When we read and hear the connection between ail aspects of our personalities put 

so simply and logically it is hard to understand why the plain-ness of that truth could ever 

be lost in the writing and practising of curriculum. It is as ifa simple mystery has been 

uncovered. My reaction to Beck's speech is "Of course! Surely anyone can headsee the 

truth here! It is so very simple!" In my years of teaching 1 have discovered that this 

"simple tnith," while so clearly seen by some, has k e n  lost in the trend towards the 



'liarder," more objective subjects. If constant effort is not made to integrate these areas of 

study uito whole learning technological competency becomes the goal at the expense of 

persona1 development. There is no doubt that technology can be of bene& to a more 

spititual, holistic, cumculum, Upitis (1 997) makes this statement: 

On the whole, conviviaI uses of technology include those in which 

communication - real cornmunication, not shallow or contrived 

communication - is enhanced, where creation of thoughts and artifacts is 

enriched (e-g., the use of cornputer tools to support writing, composing, 

drawing) and where multiple ways of presenting ideas are made possible. 

(p. 168) 

To know that there is a body of research which gives voice to my concerns empowered 

the continuation of this study and inspired me to M e r  discover how some of the 

spintual women 1 teach with feel about the subject 

Fox (1995) and Elüs (1995) stress that educators (teachers) have needed 

historicdy to be in touch with their own spirituality in order to properly teach children 

and youth. Again, Beck (1997) addresses this issue head-on by rnaintaining that teachers 

must be willing to grow and io take risks Xthey are to add anything of value to their 

sixdents' learning, " And g ~ e n  that young people now spend so much of their tirne in 

schooi, it is irresponsible - 1 would say immoral - for educators to devote all that time to a 

narrow band of academic leamhg goals, no matter what the traditional view of schooling 

has ken'' (p. 6). Upitis, (1997) focuskg on the possible convivial uses of technology 

stresses thàt the c~cu1u.m is emiched by this teaching only when " . . . teachers, 

mentors, peers - help guide the process in responsible and deeply human ways. Then we 



witness an expanded curriculum rather than a narrowed one, increased intmiacy and 

community rather than loss of connection and discontinuity, expenential leaming that is 

guided by a sense of the aesthetic rather than by accountability . . . " (p. 168). Rasberry 

(1997) puts it poignantly when he asks, "Can anyone teach who does not live poeticdy?' 

(P- 16)- 

Within the current education system in Ontario there is Iittle, ifany, possibility for 

the open and active teaching of spiritual values. Indeed, that practice appears to be 

discouraged by the present Ministry of Education as courses which more easily lend 

themselves to the naturai exploration of spUituaI themes, such as music, clrama, and art, 

f d  victim to financial cutbacks. Discussion of spintual topics is routinely expected to be 

iïmited to specifïc senior high school courses, Le., World Religions. This is not to imply 

that spiritual values cannot be taught through the core subjects of rnathematics, literature, 

science, and history. The difference lies ody in the intrïnsic necessity for connection in art, 

music, and drarna courses. Each of tho se subjects allows individual students to experience 

themselves and others in relationship by its very nature. Expressing oneselfto the viewer 

through art, making music in a band with feliow musicians, taking on the character of 

another person in a dramatic production are all a c t ~ t i e s  which naturaily involve 

connections with others and thereby encourage the awareness of our interrelatedness. 

However; it is apparent to me, both fiom personal experience and fiom the discussions of 

personal integration included in the merature, that teachers who view themselves as 

spiritual beings cannot arbitrarily leave that facet of their selves out of thek da@ contact 

with students no matter what the subject king taught. Because spirituality is seen to be an 

integral part of every experience, ail subject cunicula can be taught with spiritual 



applications when the teacher intentionaw examines classroorn activities. How the 

teacher's spirituality manifests itselfin her He and where that cornes together in her 

teaching are questions which have provided me with countless hours of reflection and 

f o m  the basis of my investigation into this topic. 

Approach to Research 

Because this topic is a persona1 search for me as weU as an academic undertaking, I 

chose to use a heuristic approach to enquiry, that is the form of enquky which asks: ''what 

is my experience of this phenomenon and the essential experience of others who also 

experience this phenomenon intensely?"' (Patton, 1990, p. 71). Bearing in mind Foucault's 

criticisms of self-reporting, as outlined in the section noting the limitations of this study, 

nonetheless this approach seemed best niited to my desire to legitirnize my own 

perceptions and experiences as weil as dowing me to discover the answers other women 

have found to the question 1 posed: "What is my experience of king a spiritual woman 

and teacher in a secular classroom, and what are the essential experiences of others who 

also experience this phenornenon intensely?" (adapted f7om Patton, 1990, p. 71). 

Heuristic inquiry with its emphasis on relationship and connectedness and the personal 

search to know answers suited the feeling I had about the process of investigation. Both 

the personal experience and intense interest of which Patton (1990) speaks are shared by 

me and the five women who are part of this study, albeit fiom varying perspectives of 

secular secondary school teaching. The expenence of 'Zureka . . ." translate& 'T have 

discovered" (Patton, 1990, p. 71) is one which we set off together at the beginning of this 

study to k d ,  having each admitted that we had many questions and were looking for 



some shared experiences in which to find empowerment. The development of a sense of 

Patton's ccco~ectedness" within the group was at times an unexpected delight and, at 

others, a force to be reckoned with when communication became intensely personal and 

potent i d y  destructive. 

Specific Research Strategies 

This qualitative study examines the experiences of six secondary school women 

teachers, including myself, who d e h e  themselves as spiritua! people. Each of the 

participants volunteered to be part of this study after having read my thesis proposal, and 

agreed to view the process as one of joint discovery. From the onset of our meetings, 1 

stated that I did not have answers and that the process we ernbarked upon was as much 

for my personal growth as for acadernic achievement. It was very important to me that 1 

not be seen as an expert in any aspect of the study. My only advantage was, perhaps, to 

have read more of the pertinent literature than my colleagues. As they expressed interest in 

the topic, 1 made available any books or articles 1 had, and shared any new insights my 

reading gave. 1 did not want to assume the role of an objective outside observer or to 

interview rny colleagues individudy, as I believed both strategies would hinder the 

development of group cohesion and, like Boese, (1995) " . . . 1 believed that the dynamics 

of the group would eMch the persond accounts and stories. 1 also felt that the group 

approach would enable me to be an active participant in the study rather than an 

uninvolved observer" (p. 72). 

Bateson reflects on how many women's stories reflect ou .  cyclical, creation- 

centered Me and 1 became more aware as the group meetings progressed how intrinsicdy 



true this was as we tried to comect at a deep Ievel with each other. The data we built 

contained metaphor after metaphor wtiich related to pregnancy and/or menses, both 

experîences which are gender exclusive no matter how intentionally we might try to cross 

the gender bridge, and both so completely ferninine in their iliustration of how we 

expenence the world. The consistent application by participants of these metaphors to 

their spiritual journeys justified my decision to limit this research to women. Translation of 

metaphor would be the primary and consistent probiem if men had been included 

The primary methods of data collection were individual joumaling, written 

responses to specific questions, and group discussion. The specik forms of personal 

jounialing varied with individuals and were the creations of individual experience; 

however, specfic directions were provided to ensure some cornmon elements were 

discussed, From the time of my fist conversation with each participant I asked that they 

keep some form of record which would note (a) the moments within their classrooms 

when they were particularly aware of spiritual dimensions, (b) particular reflections that 

came to them either throughout the school day or at home when thinking about 

interactions with students, and c) any pertinent 'outside' events or infiuences which 

afEected the+ perception of spirituality with the classroom These joumals were shared on 

a meeting-to-meeting basis as a form of c'check-in" at the beginning of our time together. 

Most people chose to write their thoughts in prose, but some women occasional.ly chose 

alternative forrns of expression, such as drawing and poetry and cartooning. 

Using Fox's Spirituality of Work Questionnaire (Fox, 1994, p. 309), 1 asked the 

group to choose the six or seven most meanin@ questions for themselves. M e r  initial 

consultation we agreed to devote discussion to the following: 



- Do I experience joy in my work? When? How codd it be increased? 

-- Do others experience joy as a result of my work? Directly? Indirectly? 

-- When did 1 f k t  feel drawn to the kind of work 1 do? Have 1 lost touch with that 

feeling over the years? 

-- How is my work a blessing to generations to corne? What am 1 doing to reinvent 

the profession in which 1 work? How am 1 retuming my work to its orïgins of sacred? 

-- What ways of doing Sabbath, of resting and letting go ofwork do 1 engage in? What 

rituals do I engage in? 

-- What inner work have 1 been involved in over the last five years? How has this Liner 

work aftiected my outer work? How does my outer work affect my inner work? 

We also agreed to maintain a continuous dialogue on the question Fox raises as to what is 

innately sacred about our work. 

In order to facilitate meeting times and discussion, we agreed to meet at different 

homes for supper imrnediately after school on agreed upon days. 1 insured that each 

participant was given the speci6c question(s) to be discussed prior to the meeting time and 

each woman agreed both to write her response (an agreement which unexpected demands 

on time sometimes precluded) and to share her responses verbally within the group. As 

mentioned earlier, at the fïrst meeting we also agreed to accept the working definition of 

spint and spintual as k ing  the awareness of our varied connections, both to ourselves and 

all other parts of the universe. The combined answers to the chosen questions formed the 

basis for further discussion of the ebments of spirituality found in the teaching of 

individual teachers and in their respective classrooms 



The time for meeting as a group varied and lengthened as the research went on. 

FoUowing out 'check-in' tirne when we shared journal wrïting, most sessions began by 

using Matthew Fox's questionnaire regarding the spintuality of work as ajumping off 

point. Usualiy we focused on one question each session, giving each participant time to 

express answers and to explain her responses in Iight of her own story. My intent was to 

focus on one question per session and to give each participant plenty of t h e  to express 

her responses. This approach was the most difficult to facilitate as the questions often 

sparked so rnany answers eom each woman that we had to struggle to keep w i h  the 

prescn'bed time fiame and still explore each answer thoroughly and d o w  each participant 

adequate time to explore her own story. To be sure that 1 'heard' fiom evexyone, afler the 

third session 1 began to ask that we write our answers before coming. 1 coilected the 

written responses and added them to my recording of verbal responses. 

Chronology of the Research Group Activities 

The group met initially informally in a statfroom for my primary explanation of 

how we would progress. Since we all taught at the same high school it was fairly easy to 

arrange places and times without stmcturing specific days of the week. Mer  two morning 

meetings we decided to change the time to after school when interruptions could be 

rninimized. We agreed to meet over supper at different homes. The meetings were audio- 

taped and some of the tapes were transcriid. During these meetings we shared rnany 

thoughts and feelings; we listened, laughed, cried, ate and drank litres of coffee with the 

more than an occasional glas of wine. 



Six women secondary school teachers made up the group. Some were manied, 

while others were separated and divorced; all had children but some were grown, some 

were teens, and one was an infant. We all knew each other initidy but with varying 

degrees of intirnacy. The women became a part of the group d e r  reading my thesis 

proposal, expressing an interest in participating, and signing a consent f o m  M e r  the first 

meeting they were each aware of the reading, writing and discussing commitments that 

would be asked of them, but the exact t h e  dimension was left open within reason as we 

knew we could not, and did not want to, erect barriers to fdly understanding our topic, 

Thus, we agreed from the beginning that we would meet for a minimum of two months 

and then decide how much longer we needed to go. 

As no ted earlier, 1 chose to use Fox's (1 994) questionnaire as the central activity as 

it specificaliy addresses the issue of spirituality and work. Realizing that we could not 

answer aIl the questions and still leave time for individual insight and a sampling of other 

activities, 1 purposefully narrowed the choice to certain questions, which stirred my 

personal reflections on the place of spirituality in my profession. M e r  consulting the 

group, 1 chose questions which would spark group discussion and which addressed 

specifïc issues 1 thought were most intertwined with teaching. 

Along with the group meetings there began to be many inforrnal conversations, 

which continued the discussion begun when we met together. An unexpected outcome 

was the amount of lunchtime discussion and the number of encounters in the school halls, 

which led to further talk among us of the experiences we shared. I had not anticipated the 

depth to which most of us became involved in our thinking about spirituahy in the secular 



cIassroorn and 1 was not aware until the time for analysis begam how meanin- some of 

the unexpected reflections on the group process became, 

Session 1 : We began by discussing what the word " S p i n t u w  meant to each of us and 

then comparing our understanding to those of Fox, Spretnak and Lane. 1 introduced Fox's 

(I 994) book, The Reinvention of Work, and explained the journalhg aspect of o u .  

research. Our assigrment for the second meeting was to reflect on the question 'Do  1 

experience joy in my work? When? How could it be increased? How does it relate to the 

pain and difficulty of my work?" 

Session 2: We shared our jounials and discussed similarities of experience. Then we 

moved on to sharing our responses to the assigned question. N e 2  week's question : "Do 

others experience joy as a result of my work? Directly? Indirece? How could it be 

increased?" 

Session 3: Mer taking turns verbally sharing our j o d  entries, we moved on to the 

question, "Do others experience joy because of my work? How?" This sparked discussion 

of our eeedorn to instiU joy as opposed to our work as "curriculum cornmunicators." 

Once again it was difncult for al3 of us to keep the discussion focused on one area as we 

all had our stories to teil of students who had expressed joy in our classes. This was a very 

uplifting session. 

Session 4: Journaling took a back seat at this meeting as we spoke about "What ways of 

doing Sabbath, of rest and Ietting go of work, do 1 engage in? WHiat rituals do I need to 

participate in?" The woman whose home we were in took special care to arrange candles 

and scented oik with dimmed lighting and special appetizers in honour of our topic and 

the atmosphere contniuted to the relaxed discussion 



Session 5: During this session we answered, ' W k t  am I doing to reinvent the profession 

in which I work? Haw am 1 bruiging justice, compassion and celebration to the world by 

way of my work? How am 1 returning my work to its ongins of sacred?" Included in this 

discussion was the addition of a similar question, 'Xow might the dimension of the sacred 

be included in the training for the work 1 do?" 

Session 6: Our last forma1 session was focused on the questions "What inner work have 1 

been involved in over the last f i e  years? Kow bas that inner work affiected my outer 

work? How does my outer work affect my inner work?" Due to the particularly personal 

nature of this question 1 asked each wornan to consider carefblly what part of her 

responses she wished to be recorded and to indicate to me ifthere was some part of her 

story which she was not cornfortable in sharing with the wider audience who Wght read 

this study- 

These group meetings could not have corne at a better time for aiI of us as we had 

just corne through the Ontario teachers' province-wide protest action of 1997, and we 

were feeling sad and defeated in our profession The lure of king  able to meet and share 

our sadness whiIe searching for meaning and hope was profound. However, it is, and was, 

inevitable that the emotional impact of the strike and its dermath would pervade o u .  

initial discussions. Whereas we acknowledged that the spiritual dimension of teaching was 

of utmost importance to each of us, our combined emotional turmoil afEected journal 

entries directly and responses to questions indirectly. We agreed that it was easier to 

become less emo tionally involved when answering specific questions. 



Introduction to Participants . 

AU names used are pseudonyms and identi@ng biographicd details have ken altered. 

Each participant was asked to read and sign a letter of consent which outlïned the purpose 

of this study and provided explanation of the process which could be followed if questions 

arose. These Ietters are included in Appendix k 

Lisa 

Lisa is 47 years old and has been divorced for 2 0 years. She is the mother of two 

daughters. Anna is away at university and Erin, who Lives with Lisa, is flnishiag hi& 

school. A secondary school teacher for 24 years, Lisa has taught many subjects across the 

curriculum but generally gravitates towards the slow learners and students with 

behavioural challenges. Lisa presently teaches English and provides resource room 

assistance to students with specinc leaniing difficulties. 

While spirituality for Lisa during her growing up years was centred on church 

activities, she grew away fiom forma1 religion as a young student. Nevertheless, she has 

always k e n  aware of a spiritual dimension to both herselfand the world. Lisa, who cornes 

fiom a family of high achievers admits to ofien haWig a problem with self-esteem as an 

adult. She credits her own struggles in this area with her ability to relate to students who 

struggle both in school and in relationships. Recently Lisa has entered into a new romantic 

relationship after k ing  afiaid to commit to anyone for many years. 

JO-Anne 

JO-Anne is 50 years old and has remarried after a di£îïcult divorce. She has two 

children fkom her first marriage. John is 18 years old and lives with his father and 

Stephanie is 15 years old and lives with JO-Anne and her husband, Dale. Dale's 14 year 



old daughter, Karen, also lives with them. JO-Anne has taught for 28 years at the 

secondary school level and currently teaches senior English and supervises a Peer 

Mentoring course within the Social Sciences division. 

JO-Anne has been involved in a traditional church for much of ber life although she 

is open to various different aspects of spintuality, especially in nature. Her animals are of 

primary importance to her and she often uses animal illustrations in her teaching. Music 

and exercise are also pnorities for JO-Anney who tries to maintain a regular schedule of 

practice and study in these areas. 

Sheila 

Sheila is 44 years old and has k e n  divorced for 12 years. She is the mother of one 

daughter, Penny, who is away at University. Sheila entered teaching as a single mother, 

supporthg herseif through her studies. S he has clirnbed up the administrative ladder, 

becorning a department head and achieving her Principal's qualifications recently. While 

having taught nuiy  subjects, S heila currently teaches English during the formal school 

year while acting as Principal for the board's summer school. 

Coaching rnany girls' sports teams as an extra-curricular activity has enabled Sheila 

to see students in a different light fiom other teachers. An avid skier and outdoors person, 

her expenences with the student population are not limited to the classroom 

Sheila has no forma1 religious m a t i o n  although she was once a regular church 

attender while growing up in a small Ontario town. She recently visited a local faih 

commmity and has expressed some interest in retuniing. 



Catherine 

Catherine is 47 years old and is in a second k a g e  to a man whom she describes 

as her sou1 partrier. She has one daughter, ApriI, who is 10 years old, fiom her first 

marrïage and one son, Ethan, who is 2 years old fkom this relationship. Catherine has 

taught for twenty-three years and is a Drama specialist. She has also done some local 

acting and directing. She is currently teaching Dr- part-tirne- 

Catherine's involvement with organized religion has been sporadic since ex@ 

childhood but she is currently peripherdy involved in a local church congregation, feehg  

that some church involvement might interest A p d  

Ruth 

Ruth is 53 years old and has taught for 26 years. Her initial qualifications were in 

Physicd Education and Science although most recently she has been in Guidance. Ruth is 

married with no children of her own but her husband has a grown son and daughter who 

live in another city. Ruth lives in the country with her husband and cats. 

With no formal religious affiliation, Ruth does not attend church or any other faith 

gathering on a regular basis. She is interested in ali aspects of h u m  behaviour, including 

the spiritual, and one can sense her deep comMtment to helphg young people develop to 

their full potentid in every way. Her mamiage relationship is of primary importance to 

Ruth but she also iùllills comnitments to an aging mother, her sibiings, nieces and 

nephews, and step-children. 

J e d e r  

1 am 49 years oId and graduated fiom a Faculty of Education 22 years ago. 1 

rnan-ied my high school boyfkiend and we have four grown children and two 



gmndchiidren We live on a srnail f m  outside a îypical southem Ontario village where we 

raise chickens and turkeys for market and grow a large vegetable garden. Not having 

always taught in the Ontario public school system, 1 have experienced classrooms fiom 

Grade 6 to Comrnunity Coiiege and have spent several years teaching in Special Education 

settings for behaviourally identifïed students. 1 am currently teaching English full-thne. 

For most of my lifie 1 have been involved in some type of religious congregation but 

have moved M e r  and M e r  away from the church as 1 have grown older. 1 now belong 

to a group of women who meet regularly to discuss spiritual issues and consider this 

group my spiritual home. UnW<e this group, the five women in my research group were 

not initi- a specific support to one another outside the professional r e a h  As women 

teachers we had ail ken connected at varying levels through school activities before this 

study began, but we did not kno w rnany details of each others' lives beyond the 

classroom. Part of the interest in forming such a group, even for research purposes, was to 

get to know each other better on a personal level by sharing stories and eating together in 

one another's homes. 



CHAPTER FOUR 

Analysis of Research Data 

The task of analyring the data collected through meetings with the five women 

participants proved to be fx more diflicult than 1 had imagined at the beginning of this 

study. When it came t h e  to andyze the data, I was amazed and somewhat daunted at the 

wealth of responses we had collected. Again 1 shared the experience of Boese (1 995) in 

trying to ascertain which method could possibly best capture the individual and combined 

reflections, stones and struggles of the group. Having sought understanding of how the 

spirit relates to teaching through the writing of Noddings (1992), 1 kaUy decided to 

employ her 'circles of caring' as a pretiminary tool with which to organize the data. 

Sorting through the responses to loosely connect them with her circIes of caring for self; 

caring for others, caring for strangers, and caring for the world at large gave me a starting 

point fiom which to begin to d y z e  the data 

M e r  re-reading my notes and listening to the audiotapes, 1 becarne aware that so 

much communication is lost when nuance of speech and body language is ignored. For 

example, tears w e h g  in a speaker's eyes as she relates her -ration with a particu1a.r 

question are hard to capture on the written page; a hand placed over another's in 

understanding of past hurts and present anger cannot be seen by reading the transcript. 1 

struggled with whether to include these evidences of great emotion because sometimes the 

intensity of the intimacy made reporting feel Iike voyeurism 1 felt tike a news reporter 

who intrudes upon highly persona1 moments with objective questions and analysis. In the 



end 1 decided to leave some holes in the final reporting rather than risk intrusion into our 

most private lives. 

To aid my own sorthg of responses, after each participant had been given a 

pseudonym and pertinent identifjhg details had k e n  omitted, 1 asked a critical reader to 

assist me by reading through the data and placing responses in the 'circles' she thought 

most appropriate. The woman 1 asked to be my critical reader has k e n  a fiiend of mine 

for several years. She is a social-worker and women's counselor who bas ofien spoken of ' 

her own struggles to appropriately integrate her spirituality and her work. Havhg 

someone to t ak  over my research with was a wonderful experience, however, there were 

some unexpected problems in the process. WMe searchg together for cornmon threads 

in the data, it became apparent how much communication is lost when only a written 

transcript is examined. Gestures, such as the reaching out of a hand in empathy, a smile, a 

grimace, a shmg of the shoulders, even a silent nodding of the head in agreement, were all 

part of our group communication, None of these could be seen in the transcript. However, 

as a participant in the original conversations, 1 could remember not only whar each woman 

said, but how she said it. Therefore, nurnerous times 1 found myselfexplaining specific 

unspoken communications between group members which altered the nuances of the 

transcript and thereby effected the placement of data. At one point 1 tried to cl* 

understanding by playing the original tape, but 1 quickly realized that dowing someone 

else to listen to voices would break confïdentiality as eacb woman could then be identified. 

Finai&, I came to understand that it did not r edy  matter whether our separate 

understanding and sorting of the data was difEerent. Quite possibly one activity could fit 

into two or more categones and this duality of placement would oniy serve to show that 



these women experienced their spirituality in different but connected ways. For example, 

loosely sorting according to personal or social activities, 1 placed several comrnents in the 

category of '>ersonal" while my fiiend placed them under ccsocialy' as they indicated some 

involvement with others. My Iesson learned through the sorting process was to understand 

that the categories needed to be intertwined rather than separate. With this new vision, 1 

began the part of analysis which Patton (1 990) calls "Creative synthesis . . . the bringing 

together of the pieces that have emerged into a total experience, showing patterns and 

relationships" (p. 4 1 O). 

An heuristic inquiry is, by definition, one in which the researcher is intimately 

connected to the questions raised and to the research done. Patton (1990), noting that it is 

a "highly personal process" (p-409), descnks five very distinct steps in the heuristic 

pro cess of inquîry : [immersion, incubation, Uurninat ion, explication and creat ive synthesis] 

Tmmersion is the stage of steeping oneselfin aIl that is . . . the researcher's 

total life and king is centered in the experience. He or she becomes to tdy  

involved in the world of the experïence, questioning, meditating, 

dialoguing, daydreaming, and indwelling. (p. 409) 

The description fits the rnonths and years leading up to this study, during which 1 

questioned my own motives and actions while fhding others to t& to. It became an all- 

consurning quest to discover what other teachers' experiences with spirituaiity in the 

classroom were and how they compared to mine. 

Incubation is a time of "quiet contemplation" where the researcher waits, 

allowing space for awareness, intuitive or tacit insights, and understanding. 



In the incubation stage the researcher deliberately withdraws, pennitting 

meaning and awareness to awaken in their own time . . . (p.409) 

Reading through the Iiterature, iistening to conversations, watching my students; all these 

allowed me the time to re-formulate what the questions redy  were and to decide how to 

proceed with my research, 

IUiimination, (the phase when) expanding awareness and deepening 

meaning bring new clarity of knowing. Criticaï textures and structures are 

revealed so that the experience is known in all of its essentiai parameters. 

The experience takes on a vividness, and understanding grows. Themes and 

patterns emerge, fomiing clusters and parallels. New He and new visions 

appear dong with new discoveries. (p. 41 0) 

Our meetings and conversations began to take on a Me of their own and were for me the 

phase of illumination as 1 began to understand more of my own experience by Listening to 

others and k i n g  an active participant in the discussion. This very involvement, while 

guaranteeing an element of passion about the topic at hand, created a subset of analytical 

problems for me as 1 tried to discern and unravel the relevant themes fiom our 

conversations together. Knowing the speakers ofien made analysis of the speech 

uncomfortably subjective, and 1 womed about inadvertently irnposing personal 

interpretation upon the recorded conversations. 

Explication . . . involves a full unfolding of the experience. Through 

focusing, selfsidogue, and reflection, the experience is depicted and 

M e r  delineated . . . the heuristic analyst refines emergent patterns and 

discovered relationships. (p. 4 1 0) 



As 1 sat with the data 1 spent hours reflecting quietly on the whole experience. New 

relationships formed with the participants; new questions asked of myself; some not so 

cornfortable mernories aroused; 1 watched and listened as the patterns of conversation 

flowed through the tape-recorder on to the word processor and fina& out on the dinùig- 

room table, 

Creative synthesis is the bringing together of the pieces that have emerged 

as a to t d  expenence, showing patterns and relationships. This phase points 

the way for new perspectives and meanings, a new vision of the experience. 

The fundamental richness of the experience and the experiencing 

participants is captured and comunicated in a personai and creative way. 

In heuristic anasis ,  the insights and expenences of the analyst are primary. 

(p. 410) 

My first intention, while organizing the data with my critical reader, was to use 

Noddings' (1992) circles of c a ~ g  and 'fit' our discussions of spirituality into that modei, 

but no rnatter ho w efficiently colour-coded the transcription sheets becarne, they remained 

square pegs in circular holes. A perfect illustration of my dilemma happened one day as 1 

was working with the data. My kachen window, accidentally hit with a screwdnver, 

cracked and splintered into a million tiny, oddly shaped pieces. As the western sun 

streamed through, each piece created a pnsm of colour on the opposite wall and my 

kitchen danced with light. The cornparison was inescapable: every piece of data 1 had 

collected was beautifil and shed its own light on the topic of spintuality in the classroom, 

but together they did not form a perfectly fitting 'window.' Rather than trying to M these 

pieces into any prescriid format, 1 had to look within them and fhd original designs and 



themes. Having sat with the data and taken the conversations to heart for so long, several 

of these designs and themes became apparent when 1 stopped attempting to fÏt the data 

into an exterior structure, 

Emergent Themes 

The most apparent connection made by the women in this group was tbat between 

spirituality and their sexuality. In many of the intimate conversations, the two words 

became almost interchangeable as we talked of cycles and awareness of creation This 

comection surfaced as we discussed specific classroom events as exchanges with students 

as weL 

Re-creation and re-creative ritual were identified by the women as k ing  integral to 

their experiences of the spiritual, both inside, but most particularly outside, the classroom 

Emphasis on the necessity of ritual in order to establish a spiritual base, the c&g out of 

time in a busy schedule for smaU 'times apart,' was clearly evident in the conversations. 

Related but not synonyrnous was the need expressed by severai women for 

physical activity in order to stay in touch with their spiritual selves. Some related the 

experience of king 'lost' w i t h  their bodies while ninning or swimming and taking great 

inner satisfaction fiom exercised muscles and weU-functioning bodily systems. These 

teachers ofien shared this experience with students in team sports and felt a deep 

connection to the players they coached. 

Professional development also contnbuted to an experience of the spiritual within 

the teaching profession. At its best, academic leaming was seen as stretching the mind and 

forcing the understanding of new concepts, which then increased an awareness of "a big 



world." This experience, while not shared by all participants, was passionateIy endorsed by 

those who deiighted in the whole experience of leaming for leaming's sake. Their 

perception of stnigghg with new material was that of a long distance m e r  who takes 

great satisfaction in finishg the course and knowing that she is capable of endurance and 

accomplishment beyond her expectation. This 'high' was descnid as king a totally 

spiritual experience and one, which was exciting to see students experience within the 

cIassroom. 

The h a I  theme, which emerged fiom the data was that of personal relationships. 

Surprising to me, but perhaps connected to the individual lives of these particuiar women, 

was the fairly s n d l  part which familai relationships were reported to play wiîhin their 

spirihial development. Husbands, partners and significant others; children and extended 

farnily, were not mentioned as often as peer relationships and teachedstudent connections 

in discussions focusing on spintual growth and support. 

SpirituaJity/Sexuality, Re-creative Rituals, Physicai Activiîy, New Leamhg and 

Personal Relationships are the five major themes which surfaced as 1 sat with the data and 

it is within these headings that 1 have chosen to analyze what seems to relate signincantly 

to these women teachers' experience of spirituaLity in their classrooms and withiu their 

professional lives. There is a strong resemblance between these headings and Noddings' 

(1 992) circles of caring. Many of Noddings' circles M, especially the primary circle of 

caring for self, but these headings are unique to the data collected in this research group 

and surfaced specincally fkom the conversations we had together. Reportïng the exact 

conversation is difncult for all the reasons cited as 1 sat down with my critical reader. 

Conversation in a group has a natural ebb and flow which the printed word does not pick 



up. Transcripts such as Appendix B are uni-dimensional in their account of what was said 

and lose the nchess of non-verbal comm~fll*cation. Therefore, 1 have chosen to begin 

each theme section with a wntten quote taken fiom journal entries of the participants. The 

quoted dialogue within each section should be understood to explain only one level of 

communication within the group. 

Spirituality and SexuaIity 

I am aware as 1 answer the question on inner work that what is redy 

concemïng me nght now is knowing 1 am getting older. There are things I 

can no longer do which used to be easy. Energy, for example. 1 have 

nowhere near the energy even in the classroom that 1 used to have. 

Sometimes 1 1ay awake at night and wonder how 1 can get through the rest 

of the week when it is only Tuesday and 1 am tired. Sometimes 1 force 

myself to create one more new lesson and it feeIs like as hard a struggle as 

giving birth! For me there is no escaping the fact that 1 have to deal with a 

body which is getting older. 1 have hot flashes in the sta.Eroom! 1 

remember when it was not like this but then 1 had other problems to worry 

about and work o n  1 have reached a level of comfiort with teaching just 

when my body seems to be saying ccenough!." My inner work is to 

understand the changing relationship between my body and the rest of me. 

In a strange way this feels iike a very spintual time for me. 1 am becoming 

an older (elder?) woman whether 1 want to be or not. (JO-Anne) 



From the time we first met together, the topic of sexuality surfaced o h  in our 

conversations. Sometimes sexuality was mentioned in humourous form, as when we 

commiserated about having to leave the classroom whüe having a hot flash. At other tirnes 

the topic of our shared sexuality was very serious as we discussed the meanhg of cycle 

within our lives. But always, our common gender and common experiences provided a 

bais  for bonding, which was ofien unspoken but clearly understood. 

We al1 knew what it was like to arrive at schooI on the first day of our menstruai 

period and realize we had forgotten to bring any supplies; we had all expenenced the 

embarrassrnent of 'fist bras' and 'fïrst shaved legs'; we could all giggle at the 

remembrance of itchy bikini lines growing in and we all knew the fear that a lump might be 

discovered during breast self-examination It is probably not surpnsing that during our 

fkst meeting many of these topics came up as we began to get to know each other better. 

Consciously or unconsciously looking for comrnon ground, the conversation quickly 

centered on those experiences we knew were shared, and hilarious laughter erupted as we 

recognized again our 'gender empathy,' as Lisa termed it. To consolidate our bond, which 

included the 'us' and 'them' syndrome, we laughed at and exaggerated the differences 

between men and women when it came to sexud privacy. JoAnne's quotr fiom Gloria 

Steinam, that she remembered as something like: 'Tf men used tampons they would stick 

them behind their ears and brag about h a k g  to use two at a time!" was greeted with 

gales of laughter, even though some of us are married to men who have never given any 

indication that they would behave in such a manner. 

Talking about sexual experiences becarne a tool to cernent our bond as women and 

the entry point through which we could begin to discuss the serious aspects of ou. 



~pirituality~ The fieedom to discuss 'private' issues extended to our ability to become 

vulnerable and talk about our s p i .  selves, oflen through the haze of humour. Ofien, in 

our initial conversations, Iaughter was used to deflect some of the serioumess of what we 

were discussing, as when Lisa spoke of the joy she experienced with her new lover and 

Catherine joked about first experiences of physical relationships. SimilarIy, as spirituality 

was discussed as k ing  at the 'very core' of all we do, 1 reported to the gmup a 

conversation with a man 1 once knew who told me seriously that 'T will know 1 have 

become Eke Christ when 1 c m  shout 'Hallelujah' d e r  having sex with my wife!" Both 

comments had the effect of lightening the conversation sufficiently that a cornfort level in 

reporting very personal events and thoughts was reached quickly. two meetings we 

were sharing intimate details of our lives and tmsting the others in the group to value and 

understand us. In this way we becaine alrnost unaware that the purpose of meeting was for 

my research and a special bond formed between us, which allowed for honest reaction and 

reflection on the subjects introduced. 1 think that this bond wodd have taken a lot more 

t h e  to form ifwe had not been able to share our initial experiences of king sexual 

women with cornrnon experiences. Our sexuality enabled the forming of a spiritual 

comection as the ties between our relationships grew. 

Sexuality was also discussed as a very real issue within the classroom: one which 

could lead to increased student awareness of their spintual selves as weii as king a 

meeting point for us with our students. Catherine, whose subject area is drama, had two 

relevant insight s into the relationship between sexuaiity and spirituality in younger 

students. When discussing whether women (fernales) were more amuied to cycles than 

yomg male students she observed, 'l do this exercise every year with my class where they 



have to do a dance involving ritual and cycle repetitioa Never, not once, have 1 heard the 

girls talk about m e n s t d  cycles . . - 1  hear them talk about every other cycIe but not that 

one. 1s this because they are too embarrassed? They are usually just within a group of 

girls. , . .. or perhaps they do not see this as a cycle, just something which cornes." 

Commenting on another exercise she says, " Two of the kids did theû presentations. They 

had to choose a Canadian play, they had to talk about the play . . . one of the girls chose 

the play, We Are Wornen and 1 Iefi her with the question, 'Why is it Cded If We Are 

Wornen?' 1 asked the one boy ' What would have happened if it had been cailed I f  We Are 

Men?' and the girl commented on the fact that sex was part of it for women but not in the 

same way as it would have been for men. One thing that redy  threw this girI was that they 

F e  characters] talked about their periods and cycles and using Kotex and tampons. 1 

asked the boy 'Wow, what would they [men] talk about?" and there was silence because 

there was nothing . . . nothing that was not a joke . . . to share." 

Both the above examples and our own experience with bonding as women through 

t ak  of our sexuazity are signifïcant because they demonstrate an almost automatic level of 

sharing that can go beyond teacher to teacher and teacher to student boundaries. What 

Catherine observed in the girls' h a 1  dances was obvious to her, perhaps because she is a 

woman and the menstrual cycle is part of her experience. Similarly, it is iikely that the girl 

who felt cornfort able discussing with Catherine her reaction to the characters in if We Are 

Wornen and their preoccupation with sexual functions was able to do so because she knew 

instinctively that Catherine would understand and be open to the topic. As the other 

women teachers Listened to Catherine's report of these two episodes there was a common 

nodding of heads and a general acknowledgment that each one had experïenced some 



form of interchange with a female student regarding sex and/or our menstnial cycles. 

Interestingly, we also acknowledged that in our own high school experience we had no 

memory of ever relating to a female teacher this way except, perhaps, in an emergency, the 

guidance teacher. We knew that our f e d e  teachers must have had their periods and gone 

through menopause etc., but we could not imagine any of them discussing such subjects 

even with senior students. We agreed that the WLUingness to be more open about intimate 

subjects in the classroom was probably a result of a whole change in societal views rather 

than a reflection that our own teachers were not spiritual women. In fact, we felt very 

fortunate that some things were now more easily discussed as we had the 1uxu.y of king 

able to form bonds more easily. As 1 commented at the discussion, "When you know that 

all your students have seen the most intimate zdvertising on television every night, it 

d e s  some classroom comments regarding sexually related fünctions quite tarne." 

At the same time as acknowledging the positive effect of king able to share 

gender experiences with students, we spent some tirne discussing how imperative it is that 

we dways present these experiences as the natural and wonderfid expenences that they 

are. In fact, several times our conversations related how this topic of conversation can 

lead automatically into a very spiritual r e a h  There is plenty of opportunity in the 

classroom to dispel myths about sexuaiity and to focus students' attention on the good, 

the positive and the beautifùl. Does this contradict my comments about laughter king a 

tool to provide cornfort? No, 1 do not think so, as we accepted that there were definitely 

two types of humour to be recognized: humour which displayed a shared sense of the 

sometirnes absurd, and humour which attacked and degraded. We accepted that, as 

women, we have to be very carefül in the classroom not to give the impression of 



degrading or belittling male students and that we have to know what is appropriate in 

what setting. Joking about s e d t y  can bond but it can also wound and we know that 

extreme caution needs to be exercised with this topic. 

Individually, sexuality and spintuality were related by severd of the women to 

their own day-to-day classroom activities. M e r  joking that, "in the English office you 

always know who is 'on'," JO-Anne went on to explain that as she enters menopause she 

has changed her outlook on teaching, "I know 1 am meliower now and that rnay be a 

reflection of m y  inner knowledge that things are slowing down. Every semester I have a 

hard time at the beginning knowing whether 1 have the energy again to do this. . . and this 

has increased as 1 have started menopause. I am not willing to struggle quite as hard and 1 

have to set priûrities now for my energy." When she made this statement 1 felt myseif 

groanuig inside as the truth of it settled within me. 1, too, have started menopause and L 

know that my energy Ievel has diminished. 1 have a sense of wanting to teach just what is 

important and 1 often feel that 1 am now more able than ever to rnake that distinction. 

Sadly, the things 1 value as king the most important for me to pass on to my students are 

exactly those areas of curriculum which the curent government in Ontario would cut 

back. A pall oEsadness settled over the group as we all reflected upon some of the 

changes that had k e n  made and Sheila wondered aloud how much "quality of spirit" can 

be reached by nelating to a cornputer. 'Wow does a girl tell a screen that she is scared she 

is pregnant wben the guidance room has been relegated to a career search?" asked Ruth 

'How do 1 let my overweight, overdeveloped general level Grade 10 girl know that she 

will one day f k d  her own beauty when 1 cannot get tirne to read short stories which are 

not on the prescnkd curriculum?" was my question, while Catherine's was much more 



poignant: '?Iow can 1 relate to any student when Drama is king cancelled or drastically 

cut and it is all I know well how to teach?" 

Another aspect of sexuality, which was discussed in relation to our spirituality, was 

the need some of us had to know at the end of a long day that we were still sexually 

attractive to our partners. Lisa, who had not had a relationship for many years, 

emphasized how wondehl it was for her to go to school in the moniing after havhg been 

with her new lover. 'T know 1 feel good about myselfand 1 know that bas made a 

dserence in how 1 am with the kids." Three of us who are in long-term relationships 

agreed that there are mornings when we corne to school remembering "good sexy' and the 

mernories of intimate t h e  spent with a "significant other" which impacted upon our 

spiritual selves. We Iaughed again as we thought back to our high school teachers and 

wondered ifany of them had ever envisioned good sex and ifthey thought about those 

times while they were trying to teach us Mathematics! 1 wish 1 could re-visit some of the 

women 1 remember and ask some of these very questions because 1 wonder how they 

managed to create bonds with any of us and whether they wished a closer relationship 

could have ken established. 

Recreation and Re-creative Ritual 

Sabbath for me means any tirne that I can take to get away fiom routine 

and think. It is not just Sundays. It is t h e  at the cottage playing Scrabble 

or time in the office doing a crossword puzzle. Sometimes Sabbath 

involves work such as preparing a good meal when I can do Ït my way. 



Sometimes it is jusî sitting by the water. 1 have my favounte t b g s  I Wte to 

do by myself. (Ruth) 

The questions fiom Fox (1994) dealing with keeping Sabbath and a discussion of 

the actual rituals we engaged in provoked some interestmg discussion among the women. 

We al l  discovered that we have personal rituals, some of which had gone unnamed until 

this point in conversation. Ruth answered that she was surprised to think back and realize 

that every weekend she and her husband play a .  ongoing game of Scrabble, usudy at the 

cottage, and that tirne is suspended during those two days. She had not hitherto identined 

this activity as a ritual but could see, upon reflection, th& regenerative effect such a 

timeless zone had upon her sou1 when alI week long she was governed by belis and 

stmctured appointment S. Sometimes this couple goes for long countryside drives and, 

again, timelessness is the greatest re-creative f ict ion Ruth could identw. 

Lisa spoke of long early evening soaks in a wa- candlelit bathtub "preferably 

with someone to wash my back," while JO-Anne knew that her extended walks with her 

dog and her da* grooming of her horse were the rituals she needed to stay balanced. 

Sunilarly, the act of 'balancing' irnposed structure by individual rinial was a major 

cornponent of Sheila's response: " 1 am a ritual cleaner! 1 clean my bouse and feel that 1 

have done this for me . . . you may not understand how that happens but it gives me great 

pleasure to be in control of how things get done". Control surfaced as an issue with rituals 

for several women and we agreed that, as educational philosophy appeared to be getting 

more and more out of our contml, it becomes more and more important that some things 

remained the same and we could predict what would happen. JO-Anne spoke of retuming 

to a rnainline church for worship because of the familiarity of the s e ~ c e  and the loveliness 



of tradition. For me, while for& worship is a signifïcant part of some weekends, 1 find 

balance in the ritual of gardening and other farm-related chores. Saturday momings follow 

a specsc routine and 1 am uneasy when that routine is interrupted, AU week I look 

forward to my Saturday activities in the barn and once they are accomplished 1 feel 1 have 

touched base with myselfagain. 1 began to understand through the conversation that part 

of the appeal of this activity is that 1 am done and able to work while my mind travels 

rnany places. Like Sheila's cleaning, 1 think there ïs a sense of purging the dust of the 

week while 1 sweep out a chicken coop or weed in the garden. While 1 clean physical 

evidence of litter, 1 also sort the important events and thoughts of the week through my 

mind and 1 am satisfied to have accomplished something when the moming is over. 

Relating these rituak to our student interactions was easy as we came to see how 

ritual could symbolize our 'other' He, that which we did outside the classroom. Knowing 

ourselves to have an 'other' selfailowed us readily to see our students as having 'other' 

selves which did not depend on whether they could paraphrase Shakespeare or solve an 

algebraic equat ion. Not ody do our rituals b ~ g  us satisfaction and an element of peace, 

but they aiso provide another facet of who we are which c m  be shared with students as a 

touchstone to some of their interests. Cleaning is probably not one of these shared 

interests, but the need to have some control over environment and some predictability is 

cornmon. Again, as with humour, the extent to which we choose to share our persona1 

lives with students is a mature judgment and one fiaught with complications. However, we 

acknowledged that the pay-off in deepened relationship was ofien worth the risk. Two of 

us who regularly have the experience of worshipping in the sarne fath cornrnunity as some 

of our students expressed our delight on the occasions when we have k e n  able to share a 



spiritual insight with those younger than we are. The exchange in these cases reminded us 

that students have much to teach us and îhat spiritual growth does not have to munit 

physical age. JO-Anne spoke of an OAC class doing individual presentations of their 

personai reflections after reading the novel ~rmke&ein. Their responses to the question 

of the responsibitity of the creator towards the created and their views on parental and 

societal responsibility had a profound impact upon her. ''They were amazing and 1 was 

humbled as they taught me." Her comment reminded me of a wonderfid line fkom a poem 

quoted by Eisner, 'Td rather l e m  fiom one bird how to sing than teach ten thousand stars 

how not to dance" (Eisner, 1985, p. 101). 

We had a bnef discussion about how to create Sabbath t h e  within the classroom 

even under the adverse conditions of time restraints we now work within. For the English 

teachers a penod of silent reading at the begirinuig of every class provided a ' t h e  apart ' 

when everyone in the room was able to take a breath of reIaxation and rest. Sheila 

emphasized the importance of the teacher &O taking that time to read rather than mark 

papers. '? used to catch up on all 1 had not done but now I am smarter . . . now 1 read 

while they read and we share that moment." Catherine mentioned a bief tirne of silence 

she tried to keep in the studio when students fkst entered. 'Tn drama we c d  it 'focus' but 

it achieves the sarne end . . . it is a tirne for persona1 quiet and the kids n o d y  respond." 

Even lunchtirne can provide an opportunitty for ritual andlor rest. 1 make myself go 

d o m  to the staffioom for a minimum of 15 minutes every lunch hour in order to have 

some srnd conversation with other stafYmembers about a topic other than schoolwork. 

We also accepted the importance of pictures on our desks of family a d o r  mementos of 

our 'other' lives, which were vital in rnaintaining our connection to our balance. M e r  th& 



session 1 took note of the exact placement of my desk photos and discovered that I had 

completely surrounded my workspace with pictures of my children and grandchildren. 

Wherever I look there is a face srniling at me and 1 cannot be beyond their presence. Then, 

in the center of my shell; the focal point of view fiom the chair, is a pottery piece Brian 

gave me which immediately takes my mind back to a certain Christmas. 1 understand, d e r  

answering this question, why I so dislike the cleaners comuig in and turning my photos 

face down. Every Monday my first task is to set the circle up again and retrieve my sacred 

space. 

Physical Activity 

Baiance is my downfall. 1 strive not to be a workaholic but it is easy to f d  

into the trap especialiy since 1 am alone. 1 have tried to fïli up my Me and 1 

struggle not to work constantly. With al1 the recent paperwork that is hard 

because I always seem to be behind somewhere. Last week I realized 1 had 

still not collected all the f o m  and that 1 had handed out texts to the wrong 

students. 1 went to the gym and worked out instead of staying at work 

fketting. (Sheila) 

The arnount of organization I require lately with ali the papenvork gets me 

down. 1 have to go outside and walk and remember through that t h e  that 

it is teaching which is important, (JO-Anne) 

Reflective perhaps more of our average age than of our interest in exercise, the 

area of physical activity as related to spirituahy was a major component only for S heila 

While the rest of the women expressed needs to walk and garden and ride in moderation, 



she was the ody one for whom physical activity provided spiritual and physical release. 

Jogging, working out in a gym, playing tennis weekly and rouer-blading regularly were 

identified by Sheila as necessary outlets for her pent-up frustrations which would 

othenvise have signincantly interfered with her experience of the spintual. During one 

conversation she admitted that this rnight be comected to her desire to enter into a 

meaningful sexual relationship and her sadness at not having a cornrnjtted partner at 

present. Sheila is a woman whose body is in top shape and who takes great, and 

justifiable, pnde in her appearance. Her hair and face are strücing and she wears 

coordinated outfits, which complement her unusual colouring; this does not go unnoticed 

by her students who comment on her excellent taste in clothes. Sheila also coaches girls' 

sports teams regularly and is an example to her fèrnale students of a successfùl fernale 

athlete without k ing  'Sock-ish." Does this give her an avenue to explore spiritual subjects 

with her classes? She says, 'T try to encourage students to believe in themselves . . . to 

develop an understanding of themselves and to appreciate their skills. . . 1 try to push 

them to try something difEcult and meanire their success against personal progress." 

Sheila understands that sometimes her motives and methods are misunderstood as students 

feel she pushes too hard but we agreed as a group that she does not push any -dent as 

hard as she pushes herself, both academically and physically- Sheila has had to be tougher 

than she would have liked to be in order to raise a child done and survive as a 'motherless 

daughter' since her mother's death when she was quite Young. When the opportunity is 

open for her to share her story with younger people, the effect is stunning as they see and 

hear that perseverance and inner strength cm allow for survivaI under the most difficult 

circurnstances. The most common place for Sheila to be able to share her story is with the 



team players she coaches and with whom she develops a closeness on long bus trips and 

after hard practices, 

New Learning 

Joy cornes for me when 1 know I am still creating new lessons and leaming 

new things. 1 hate to feel like 1 am stagnating. 1 need to take courses even 

if it is only in jewelry making. This week we made brooches and 1 felt as 

tough 1 had accomplished somethuig. (Catherine) 

1 find when 1 teach I bring to the lesson whatever 1 am Ieaming. For 

example, 1 have used The Man Who Listens to Horses for several sight 

passages and personal responses. It is great to see the kids respond to 

something which is special to me. (JO-Anne) 

Looking back on the week I know I have learned some joy fiorn the 

students in the Resource room 1 am glad I took Special Ed. Courses to 

understand these kids even though sometimes 1 get hstrated. ( L k )  

The need to feel curent within the teaching profession was expressed by every 

participant in the study. It was generally adrnitted that curriculum has changed many times 

since we became certsed teachers and that educational philosophy has also ofien k e n  

altered. These changes have produced some hstration as we recollected having to adapt 

to the many switches, but there was an expressed realization that what actually takes place 

between teacher and student has not changed so much as a function of curriculum 

development as of societal attitudes and n o m .  The women expressed a cornmon concern 

that professional development needs to extend beyond learning new teaching strategies 



and into every day personal development. We could not effectively separate our personal 

and professional lives and say "This is what 1 learned professionally while this is what 1 

learned about living." This acknowledgment alone gave rise to interesthg conversation 'l 

have no interest in or time for courses which will ody  make me a k t te r  drone," 

cornmented Ruth and the others agreed. 'T have to see a point tu the courses 1 take now, 

or 1 will not enroll" was a general attitude as we agreed that professionai advancement 

(Le., Principalship) was not a sufficient reason for us, at our ages, to sign up for a new 

course. '? took the Special Education Specialist course because 1 wanted to know how to 

deal with dBcult behaviours, not because 1 want to be a Special Education Head . . . 1 

need to know how to teach Grade 9 students how to read," 1 said, and JO-Anne agreed. 

Perhaps this lack of ambition towards becoming administrators was purely reflective of 

our ages or perhaps we do not aspire to be part of the current dilemmas faced by school 

administrators in this province. Either way, this group of women teachers stated that they 

were happy within the classroom and would not take any professional development which 

did not add to their persona1 and professional lives. 

The use of our minds, however, in new and different ways, was seen as 

regenerative and very useful. 'T continue to be inspired by my students to leam," said Lisa 

Catherine echoed her thoughts by saying, 'Tt is so important that we remember we stiil 

have things to l e m "  "Before 1 die 1 will teach one Math course well" was my ambition, 

while JO-Anne spoke of her newly acquired equine skills and the impact of leamhg first- 

hand fiom workshops with horse whisperers. Her enthusiasm for the watching techniques 

learned in the horse ring spilled over into her class projects as she used passages fiom the 

manual as bases for personal response writing. The spiritual aspect of 'listening and 



whispering' were so real to JO-Anne that she could not contain her excitement and we 

spent some tirne listenuig to her description of the workshops- 

The experience of leaming with excitement is one which we hoped to convey to ai l  

our students but knew that we could not ifwe had lost our own sense of awe in the world. 

''I need to Iearn new things in order to keep remembhg how wonderfûI this worId c m  

be" was a comment which received general acceptance fiom the group. '? don't want the 

kids' leaming to be ho-hum and this can only happen if1 am excited to leam," said 

Catherine, after trying to explain why she took courses like jeweky-making. 

We agreed that if our opinion was ever asked regarding professional development 

we would explain how vital the connection between personal and professional lives is for 

us. Indeed, since the end of our formal sessions together, two women have become 

members of a curriculum cornmittee for exactly that purpose. 

Personal Relationships 

Lying here in bed, my tiny granddaughter cradled in my arrns 

1 listen to the pounding of a hard winter rain upon the roof 

Her ndky breath bubbles as she stretches. 

Twenty odd years ago . . . in another bed . . . 

1s it redy that long? Where was this baby then? 

Less than five miles away in a narrow bed, 

Oblivious to the falling rain, 

Lies my father, in that strange space between reality and the past 

Which he inhabits now. 



Does he remember the child he held? (Jennifer) 

As stated earlier, I was surprised how few times personal relationships were cited 

by this group of women as the source of spiritual growth and/or awareness. Spouses and 

irnmediate f d y  members were fiequently mentioned in our informal conversations but 

once we started m e r i n g  specinc questions oniy incidental reference to family was 

usualiy made as in 'T couldn't stay for the rehearsal because 1 had to pick up y¶  

or "I tried to finish reading this paper but wanted to go to sleep." Students' 

and colleagues' names appeared in the transcnpts far more ofien than the names of 

partners and children when moments of specific spintual awareness were descnid. At 

first glance I stniggled with the meaning of this imbalance, as it seemed to indicate that we 

experienced our spirituality more intensely away fiom our homes and hearths than in and 

beside them. A possible explanation SUrfaced in conversation with JO-Anne. M e r  listening 

to my surprise, she offered the observation that we probably had not talked about our 

inner relationships with ourselves much, either, and this would lïke indicate that these ties 

and understandings were so close, so much a part of the fabric of who we were that we 

did not think to verbalize their centrality to our spiritual experience. The moment of 

epiphany carne as 1 realized that, because, as women, we define our spintuality so closely 

with our sexualityy the intimate relationships in our lives, including o u  relationships with 

oursehres, are irnplicit in any discussion of our spirituality. 1, for example, am mother, 

wife, daughter, lover, daughter-in-law, Wend, etc., and all these relationships are carried 

within me and perrneate aZl of who 1 am To attempt to extricate s m d  threads and d e h e  

where relationship ends and my spirituality begins is to try to unravel a huge weaving or to 

separate the quadrants of the circle of Me I initially took to be the symbol of the 



integration of sel£ From this perspective, the fact that intimate relationships are spoken 

about by the women less fiequently than those which are more peripheral can be 

interpreted as being the times when we cornrnunicated the obvious: that our most intimate 

connections, both with ourselves and with those others who are most signifïcant to us, are 

the basis for our spiritual development and experience. The examination of those 

connections also provides the lem through which we can view our own spiritual g r 0 6  

But when did we speak of our personal relationships? Interestïngly, the question 

which eiicited the rnost discussion about persona1 ties, was the one that dedt with 

recreation and ritual, including formal worship. These responses to that topic show cleariy 

the necessity of sharing with a closely connected other: 

1 tallc to my horse at the end of every day, and then, on the weekends, Dale 

and I go out for breakfast, just the two of us, done together , . . no w 1 

have a puppy, but often when 1 get r e d y  lonely 1 go to visit Penny at 

University and we talk . . . Saturday morning when [my boyfiiend] and 1 

can lie in bed together and talk about the week and druik coffee . , . not 

necessarily doing anything else, just king together . . . it's nice 

As 1 write this 1 remember the times 1 have called home during a busy day just to 

hear my granddaughter's voice on the phone and to spend a few minutes building 

connection to her in order to set the stress at work in perspective. 1 know my cIassroom 

interactions deepen when I am aware that 1 am communicating not only curricuhm, but 

also values to students who are other people's grandchildren and 1 remember how 

precious they are to another woman somewhere who has inf'inite hopes for their futures 

and endless dream for their development, just as 1 do for my two grandchildren. 1 had not 



completely understood how that worked util the conversation with JO-Arme, which 

allowed me to see that my own relationships impact on those 1 have in the classroom by 

enabling me to see my students in a multi-dimensional perspective. This expression of m .  

spirîtuality uirough relationship becornes apparent as the level of trust between me and my 

students rises and 1 believe it is this which the women m the group were silentiy identifying 

when it appeared that student relationships were more intrinsic to our spintuai experience 

than those which are intimate and personai. 

The other most obvious time when our personal relationships were discussed was 

at the very beginnùig of our work together as we struggled to come to a dehnition of 

spirituality and discovered that the comection between our sexuality and our spirituaiity 

was inescapable. The unspoken revelation again in this conversation was that to know 

ourselves positively as sexual beings required k i n g  in relationship with ourselves, our 

partner or partners, our chüdren and other women While we laughed and joked about 

our common ferninine physical benchmarks, the underlying understanding was that most 

fiequently it was through relationships that we had come to know ourselves and our 

bodies and thus to experience ourselves as sexual and spiritual beings. Again, this is 

communicated in the classroom to the degree to which we are cornfortable ulth those 

aspects of  our womanhood. This is illustrated beautifûlly in Lisa's story: 

1 had a beautiful sister who could always do everything. My parents did not 

mean to compare us but they did. 1 was fat, l a q ,  ugly and stupid and she 

was beautifid, fuil of fun and school focused . . - 1  know 1 can make magic 

happen in the classroom because 1 have learned to forgive rnyself for beuig 

bigger and not king  as beautifùi as she is . . . 1 am very good with kids 



who cannot 'make it' the normal way and 1 tell them in part who 1 am. 1 

make no apology for myselfnow and 1 have corne to ternis with who I am. 

1 can communicate this. 

Lisa is experiencing herselfnow as a .  attractive desirable woman who is in a füINling 

relationship with a partner who values her gifts, but she remembers what it was lüce to be 

in a mam'age where the converse was true and she speaks of  that time as king  a time 

when it was hard to see herseras growing spiritually. Other women spoke about hard 

times as k i n g  exactly the occasions when their spintual awareness flourished. They stated 

that at the depths of the depressing darlmess of relationships which had gone wrong, they 

had discovered a strength within themselves that surprised and regenerated them Sheila, 

in a brief statement about the death of her mother when Shejlla was 21, said, " - . . no-one 

helped me through that but me . . . 1 learned that 1 could do that and I never forgot ." 

Whichever way the women saw relationships, broken or whole, as iduencing their 

spuitual development, it is clear fiom the discussions that those relationships, rather than 

king aIien to spixituality, are integral in both the growth and expression of our spiritual 

selves. 

Apart fiom analysis of the actud discussion groups, I also tabulated the results of 

yesho m e r s  on the Canadian Living magazine's Work Enjoyment Survey, which we 

fUed in for fun at an early meeting. This survey, initiated by the monthiy magazine, was 

acknowledged to be more appropriate for answers fiom business and industry as some of 

the questions did not apply to teaching at ail, i.e. ''The products and seMces we sell are 

friendly to people and the planet." We did, however, adapt some of the unrelated 

questions to our situation and 1 was surprised to discover that our answers to the question 



''Do 1 enjoy my work?" were close to 50 per cent negative when cdculated to the 

prescnid formula We unifomdy answered, "No" to the questions '? trust everyone with 

whom 1 work," '2 am encouraged to use al1 my creative potential" and 'My physical 

environment is inspuing and heaIthfùI," 

As we expIored the possible reasons for o u  unhappiness, the issue of the changing 

face of education in our province arose again and a g a h  We tried to ascertain whether 

enjoyment equaled spiritual fulfillment and were unable to establish a conclusive answer 

but we agreed that the changes in education in Ontario have hindered the expression of 

spuituality both in our school as a whole and in the classroom The job action of 1997 was 

cited as planting seeds of mistnist as the whole school community was divided over 

political action and the sense of community partnership was severely tested. The changes 

to curricuIum, which have eroded the h d i n g  for Music, Art and Drarna courses while 

emphasizing the measurable cornpetencies of Mathernatics, Science and English, have 

curbed creativity as we struggle to attain mandatory standards. 

Our physicai setting has also suffered as support staff have been laid off and 

maintenance programs have been cut back to meet budget constraints. In answering these 

questions we realized how these measures must be affecting our students as weIl and it 

becarne even more irnperative to us that we provide some degree of spiritual education 

and outlet for our students. It seemed ironic that those students who smoke, and therefore 

are forced to go outside school property several times a day, may be the only ones who 

have any appreciation for the changing seasons, nature or wildlife as the non-smokers stay 

in the artificially cleaned air and draped windows of a building which has been renovated 

for low maintenance and upkeep. In our Engiish area we are asked not to open any 



windows in wintter as the fresh air causes the firniace to start-up and this hcreases the fiel 

bill. In the summer we cannot open windows as this interrupts the air conditionuig and, 

again, results in higher maintenance costs. We are dso encouraged to keep the drapes 

closed in order not to change the inside temperature- Couple these instructions with a 

diminished custodial sta f f  and the building quickly assumes a dark, dilapidated appearance, 

which is less than conducive to any leaming, spiritual or otherwise. The image of roses 

growhg in cracks of concrete came to mind as we considered the degree to which we 

perceived the educational landscape to be growing bleaker and bleaker with each new 

Ministry d' ichim. 

Light ody came into our rnusings when we realized that we were underestimating 

the power of our combined human spirits to combat adverse conditions. In fact, in that 

particular conversation, we agreed that it was all the more necessary for those teachers 

who are aware of their own spirituality to exercise and demonstrate as much of their spirit 

in the classroom as possible because our students would otherwise fïnd few spintual 

outlets in the place where they spend six to eight hours a day. As the literature has 

emphasized, youth will fhd their own outlets for their need for spiritual experiences and 

development. Drugs, music, physical relationships and akohol rnay aIl become 

inappropriate tools to provide ecstatic moments when all other avenues are closed. As 

cited in the Literature, history has shown that in areas where classic spiritual outlets have 

been denied, the youth culture has turned to more destructive methods of experienchg the 

spiritual aspect of their growing selves. Fox's (1994) concern for the New York school 

system as the Arts programs are cut back and HiIl's (1997) wamhg of the resuIts of 



spiritual bankruptcy in school cumcula were motivating factors in our determination to 

increase the figurative Zight in our own classrooms, 

The experience of analyzing the data collected was in itself a spÙituaI exercise for 

me. As the patterns emerged in our conversations my own sense of connection with O ther 

women deepened and I found myself revelling in the knowledge that 1 was not alone in my 

attempts to integrate my spintuality and my work. During the course of our time together 

1 passed the anniversary when 1 was the exact age as my mother was when she died of 

cancer 41 years ago. This date had not previously been signifïcant to me but as it 

approached 1 became aware that d e r  that time 1 would have no pattern to foIIow for my 

own wornanhood. One night the sense of loneliness was alrnost overwhelming and for the 

fïrst time in many years I was consciously aware of king very angsr at any Divine force 

that wouId take away fiom me one so speciaI and so necessary for my knowledge of 

myself. As the hours passed and my dark feelings grew, fragments of our conversations 

drifted into my mind and 1 began to see that even though a huge part of my female 

deveIopment had been hindered by not h a k g  a mother, 1 was stU connected in some 

mystical way to all women, especially those within my own family but also those whose 

expenences were identical to mine. This binding thread was very strengthening and led to 

a firther insight: my female students wili feel that connectedness to me in some way 

which defies logical explmation- 1 do not have to manufacture this comection, it is there 

by nature; 1 only have to aUow it to surface. 



CHAPTER FLVE 

Im plica tiona 

In March of 1999 1 was at a confierence on Eco-Justice where the keynote speaker, 

Michael Peers, Primate of the Anglican Church in Canada, spoke powerfùlIy about what 

he called 'Yhe spider web" theory: the paradigm in which all the world is intricately 

comected and any action anywhere around the "web" influences and affects both known 

and unknown others. His main point was that we can ody be aware of a very limited area 

of influence fiom where we stand, but that the overall picture shows threads vibrating in 

every direction fiom our actions. Thinking about that illustration while considering the 

implications of this study has ken exciting for me. 

The implications can be generdy divided into the foilowing overlapping 

categories. Most O bviously there have been personal and professional implications for me 

and for the five women who participated- We will carry this experience with us for the rest 

of our hes, revisiting it fiom time to time. There are implications for those students and 

stafFwe work with now and those with whom we will work in the future, both in our 

irnmediate interactions and in any curriculum development this study might innuence. 

There are also implications for school boards and for Ministries of Education as they work 

on dBerent leveb to develop curriculum relevant to students in the twenty-first century. 

Finaiiy, there are implications for the unknown others who rnay either intentionany or 

accidentdy become aware of this study and rnay connect with the issues we discussed and 

the answers we shared. 



Persona1 and Professional Implications 

During the many months since our f o d  meetings together, the members of our 

study group have had many informa1 conversations about what happened and what was 

said, Several times we have revisited parts of conversations and more than once we have 

decided that we want to meet again because we miss each other. This is interesthg and 

tembly important to me because the emotions aroused through some of our discussions 

were not dways cornfortable. In retrospect it seerns that we valued a tirne set apart to taik 

with each other at a deep level of disclonire even though some of the personal revelations 

made rnembers u n e q  at the t h e .  SelfisMy, as 1 evaluate my own membership in the 

group, 1 am struck by my own desire to be part of such a discussion group where 1 am not 

responsible to coliect or analyze anything said or done and c m  thus be fuiiy fiee to 

participate without any need to be particularly organized or to plan. Despite that 

comment, there have been profound personal implications of this study. 

We began as a group of women who knew each other superfïcially as peers but did 

not generally share our more intirnate selves. Without f o d y  setting out to follow what 

the literature suggests are traditional women's practices, we began to answer the 

questions posed by te lhg our stories. As severd writers have noted, however, our way of 

relating to each other as women came most naturally when we unfolded our life 

expenences and shared parts of our personal histones with each other. We Iaughed and 

empathized and on at l e s t  one occasion we became hstrated and somewhat angry, but 

we always shared. We invited the others into our lives by using language and events which 

all the group could understand to illustrate our points. We spoke without any prompting 



of our sexuaYspiritual selves and we explained in many ways how prominentIy our bodies 

feature in our h w l e d g e  of our spirit. 

1 am stmck by the obviousness of the conclusions 1 came to: that women teachers, 

as women everywhere, experience their spirituality in the classroom most often through 

their bodies and that this is right and good; that we need re-creation and ritual to sustain 

Our spiritual health; that we need comection to other people and nature as well as a sense 

of growth within our profession as expressions of our spirituality and that we need some 

sense of regular self-refiection to evaluate ail parts of our king. The knowledge that my 

body is integrated with my spirit c m  translate into the confidence that 1 am becoming a 

wise wornan now, one who has lived through many experiences: my body says so. 1 have 

sornething of value to share in my profession, bo th with students and with peers which is 

intimately comected with what 1 have learned fiom living inside this physical fiame. The 

process of accepting that validation of the physical is a transition stage which B e l e w  et 

al. (1986) write about, " During the transition into a new way of knowing, there is an 

impetus to ailow the selfback into the process of knowing, to confkont the pieces of self 

that may have been experïenced as gagmented and contradictory" (p. 136). The process 

fias k e n  contradictory for many teachers as we have been trained to " weed out the selfl 

which our academic institutions so often teach" (p. 136). Far fiom king something to 

ignore, my body becomes an avenue through which 1 becorne aware of my c~mectedness 

with my seifand my students. A simple illustration of this point would be the tension in my 

neck which alerts me to the fact that 1 have been sitting down too long and leads me to 

realize that the whole class probably needs a change of position, and thus, perspective. 

The stress 1 feel when 1 have been marking too heaviiy reminds me that they, too, have 



probably been nibjected to many deadlines and are feeling weighed down. The depressing 

effect of king inside on a glorious autumn day can be translated into a fiesh appreciation 

of a Iesson among the leaves. Al1 these s m d  examples, ifacted upon without fear of 

disclo sing vulnerabiiity, c m  lead to innovat ive and persona1 connections with students as 

weII as dowing me to experience my own spiritual connections openly in my classroom 

setting. By revealing myseifas a human king, 1 give voice to the Spirit within me and 

allow the essentid process of integration to take place both for myselfand for others. '31 

women there is an impetus to try to deal with Ne, intemal and external, in all its 

complexity. And they want to develop a voice of their own to comrnunicate to others their 

understanding of We's complexity." (Belenky et al., 1986, p. 137) 

Formal and informa1 ailitmation by others is also needed for my spirit to rernain 

strong. In the early days of my teaching career 1 heard a lot about how wrong it was to 

expect any form of afl6rmation or praise from our students. Because, at the time, praise 

fiom supervisors was IUnited to the twice-yearly nurnencal assessrnent of teaching skills 

and classroom management, the teaching profession was seen by most as an almost 

completely interna@ motivated profession. How long and dry some of those days seemed 

to be, and how guilty I felt when 1 'expenenced any pleasure &om a student appearing to 

enjoy my classes! Now 1 purposely build into my teaching hours time for us aU to 

experience that type of afiïnnation. Just recently in my Grade Twelve Advanced English 

class I told a story about my granddaughter who has latched on t.7 the word cCamazingy'. 

She wiU corne up and stand before any one of us and proclaim, "Grammie! 1 am 

amazing!!". It stnick me forcibly one day how healthy this proclamation was and so I took 

it to school- Having told the story about Aiden, 1 asked them how long it had k e n  since 



they had stood before anyone, even a mirror, and proclaimed am amazing!" The silence 

was profound. Speakïng to one student who has k e n  with me for three consecutive 

semesters, 1 said '%aura, you are amazing!" and a huge grin broke out on her face. 1 tried 

it with another, and then ano ther and soon the whole class was Iaughing and t e h g  each 

other how "amazing" they were. Wïthùi seconds someone said, 'Ws. Davis, you are 

amazing!" and I felt my eyes sting and my breath catch as 1 realized how powerful the very 

words sounded, The end of that story is that at 3:25 the same dernoon, as I was 

retrieving mail fiom my box, the music teacher stopped me and asked, "What happened in 

your class this mornhg? 1 had a dozen of them come into the studio and teiI me how 

amazing my music program was . . . How amazing I was!" We now use that word with 

each other on a regular basis and it has come to symbolize for a whole class a t h e  when 

we experienced each other's blessing. No church ritual has ever had a more powerfül 

effect on me than when one or another student fiom that class passes me in the hall, 

smiles, and mouths, 'You are amazing!" Sacred space is created in an instant as we both 

become aware that we are standing on the holy ground of relationship. 

I started this thesis by stating that for much of my professional Life 1 had not 

wanted to be simply a cccurriculum deliverer" and that that desire was the motivation 

behind my search for others who were me-minded. Through the effects of this study 1 

have become, in fact, more fascinated with c ~ c u l u m  than ever before, as I have looked 

for ways in which the parts can be connected to a universal whole. 1 am fascinated by a 

comment in Belenky et al's (1986) book that "science is a moral art, dictated by the 

human heart and human rnind. It was subjective and is subjective. Science is a creative 

evaluation of facts of demonstrable happenings" (p. 1 3 8). As an English teacher 1 had 



long assumed that the teaching of vaIues and the connection with Noddings' circles was 

most likely taught through study of the great philosophers and writers and by discussion of 

the same, I had assumed that great literary works were the most readiEy avdable vehicIes 

through which students could experience an appreciation of an b e r  spirit. Having spent 

t h e  with the research group 1 have a much greater understanding of how imperative it is 

that all aspects of the curriculum become integrated if students are to make the necessary 

connections between the parts and the whole- 1 can no Ionger teach English in isolation 

fkom Science and this has specifically altered how 1 plan lessons. In the middle of a Grade 

Eleven study of SheUeyYs Frankenstein, I assigned a new independent exercise asking each 

student to research some recent scientific development which dealt with the aItering of 

genetics (plant, animal or humiin). They were to evaluate their chosen area using criteria 

established by the Canadian Council on Ethics in Bio-technology and present their hdings 

to the class. The results were incredible as lively discussions arose over topics ranging 

fiom the use of synthetically altered DNA to cure disease, to the importing of treated seed 

fiom the United States. According to a chemïstry teacher, several of my students had 

asked for extra texts to use as research materid and one father phoned me to ask why I 

assigned homework which kept his son working until past midnight trying to cornmunicate 

with some obscure institute via the Intemet. Given the chance, these students completely 

immersed themselves in a Science project assigned by an English teacher and then 

delivered ~assionate speeches based on their findings. Not many years ago 1 would have 

had neither the understanding, nor the courage, to assign such a project outside of my own 

area. 



When 1 share some of these thoughts with the women in the group 1 find that they, 

too, are more aware now of their abil* to effect spiritual change in their classrooms. We 

aII acknowledge the power which cornes fiom knowing that others are doing the same 

thing and that we are not done in our stniggle to touch the Divine in common things and 

to communicate that touch to our students. We also h o w  that it is necessary, as 

Noddings (1 992) says, "to offer each other solid friendship" @. 177). To accomplish this 

we have met for coffee or dessert and taken time to inquire as to each other's weU-being. 1 

and one other participant have arranged numerous theatre trips for senior students which 

we both chaperone and thereby create time and space to catch up with our busy lives. We 

commandeer the fiont seat of the coach and talk ail the way to Stratford or Toronto 

without ever once feehg guilty over this use of a day. We know that the students we are 

bringing will have a rich cultural experience and we know that as teachers and fkiends we 

wiil have spent fU hours gaining perspective and renewing relationçhip. The side bene& 

of this experience is the often-heard student comment "Gee! You reaily like each other, 

don? you?" as we inadvertently become a model for fùn and caring. 1 h d  it sad that 

students would see our relationship as unusual between their teachers, rather than the 

nom. If the staff in a school does not model caring for each other and having fun 

together, it becomes a si@cant question as to how the student body might l e m  those 

skills. 

Of course, there are also the tirnes in my cIassroom when the opportunity is 

presented to discuss body image andlor physical changes, particularly with fernale 

students. These occasions present times of unique sharing and teaching when 1 can share 

fisthand my belief in the wonders of ourselves as creations of the Divine. To a£Erm an 



18-year-old who is shy and uncornfortable with her size, or to strengthen the confidence of 

a young athlete who is unsure of how her muscled legs will look in a prom dress, is to 

teach the b e r  circle of caring for selfat its most wlnerable. Sometimes, to facilitate these 

conversations, 1 c m  suggest specific books, which deai with these themes and at those 

times 1 rejoice to be an English teacher with those resources at hand. My science teacher 

counterparts tell me that they have "ways and means" aIso which help them explain to 

students what an absolute wonder of creation each individual is. 

This section cannot be finished without the admission that these changes for me 

and for the other women in how we approach our teaching may well have negative 

implications. It is Iikely that we will receive criticism fiom some of our peers about getting 

too involved with students and not maintainhg professional distance. We may also be seen 

as weird and not quite as efficient with curriculum delivery as those whose lessons foilow 

a predictable daily format. There is a cost to any change, and while some of these 

criticisms will bother me at tirnes, I must decide whether to foUow Polonius' advice and 

'20 [my] own self be true" or to be regulated by the opinions of dissenting others. 1 am 

blessed with working under an administration that encourages professional growth and 

initiative and so at this point in rny career 1 do not have to worry. However, with the 

current educational clùnate in Ontario 1 am concerned that a time may corne when 

curriculum becornes so regimented that there is no room for other experiences; when all 

avenues for self-expression such as art, music and drama are cut fiom budgets and 

schoohg becomes utterty focused on technical applications. In that scenario there will be 

an even greater need for committed teachers to bring a spark of the Divine into 

classrooms. We wili just have to become ever more creative in how we deliver our lessons 



and rely ever more heavily on the relationship aspect of our student-teacher connections. 

The result could be an "arnaPng" resurgence of the human spirits of hidents amidst 

technical wizardry. 

Implications for Students and other Staff 

The old adage about the "proof of the pudding . . ." applies spec5caIly here when 1 

think and write about the implications of this study for my students and peers. 1 could 

simply state that since completion of this research and the resultant changes in my own 

teaching, my students have become more focused, more enquiring and more 'alive', but 1 

cannot provide statistics to prove any of that. 1 know that because of ail the implications 

for me, personally and professionally, my students are benefithg daily fiom more 

integrated lesson material. The focus of many class discussions has changed fiom a 

content-oriented check-up to a wide-ranging exploration of thernes and concepts. Because 

1 am no longer afiaid to approach abstract areas, we have touched on many subjects which 

seem to be outside of a regular English s t r e m  For example three of my students have 

k e n  asked to attend a workshop on bio-engineering in Toronto as a result of the ethics 

project they completed during the study of Frankensfein. The exciting outcome has been 

that essays have, in fact, improved over the semesters since change, and classes have 

initiated such exercises as formal debates and presentations. While judging f?om pure 

pedagogical criteria, marks have nsen and the failure rate in most of my classes has failen. 

The latter, 1 believe, is largely due to increased regular attendance as students have 

become interested in what will happen in class on any given day. 



As 1 am able to present myselfas learner and guide, rather than the only receptacle 

of all wisdom and knowledge, students have been fieed to suggest their own areas of 

interest. Noddings (1992) advises anyone who wants to begin to change the focus of 

education to "Relax the impulse to control . . . encourage teachers to explore with 

students. We don't have to know everything to teach well" (p. 174). The resultmg 

empowerment for students is, indeed, arnazing. While insistïng on academic excellence, 1 

have developed in my senior classroorn a process for the submission of assigmnents which 

relies heavily on consensus within the class. We discuss together the caiendars they are 

working with and we design due dates around tirne management programs. Rather than 

encouraging a lax attitude, this process bas resulted in more work king submitted either 

on tirne or early than 1 can ever remember in my teaching career. As students take 

responsibility for their own investigations a flow begins to take place, which carries them 

dong with far less effort than previous learning experiences. By taking to each other in 

relationship and with caring, we become aware of the particular stresses each one 

experiences and the classroom develops into a caring community. Recognizing that 1 have 

stresses in my life which sometimes keep me fiom marking on a one-day-tuni-around 

schedule and that they have s i d a r  stresses which rnay prevent a particular day submission 

schedule, we have worked out a system of mutual dowances. There is benefit for all in 

that relationship as we learn to connect with each other. 

In the area of curriculum there are a multitude of student benefits as teachers 

integrate subjects. To h d  and understand the comection between eighteenth century 

literature and twentieth century science is to begin to sense the continuity of human 

existence and the marvel of the hurnan mind. When students begin to seek out for 



themselves the threads of the spider's web which both bind them to the universe and relate 

them to aU other creatures, they are well on their way to forming an appreciation of the 

spiritual nature of our world. That this can happen while sitting at a regular desk in a 

normal classroom amazes me, but 1 do not believe it should be confhed to a particular 

space, Students, when allowed to explore, can uncover mysticd connections which wilI 

awe them and produce a desire to know more. Allowing this to happen outside the 

confines of a stnictured classroom may result in a lifetime of curiosity and discovery. For 

example, 1 have discovered that one of my highest achieving senior students cannot read 

while sitting at his desk. His back and shoulders become so uncornfortable that he c m  no 

longer concentrate on the printed word and becomes completely consumed by his desire to 

change position. One day, having become more aware of my own stiffhess with sinhg 

and, thus, of his, 1 asked hirn why he didn't lie on the floor to read and prop himselfup 

a g a k t  a w d  to write. He responded that he thought it was good discipline to learn to 

suEer in a chair and desk, as he would have to do that when he worked for a Company. 

c'So, what are you planning to do after school?" I asked. 'Be a joumalist or write for some 

magazine," he responded. Together we concluded that there were probably going to be 

lots of o p p ~ r t ~ t i e s  for him when it would be okay to alter his sitting position, and that he 

realiy did not have to s a e r  through au of high school in order to train himselffor the 

fùture. Small as that incident was, I think for that particular student it represented a real 

moment of ffeedom to be able to acknowledge his own needs. Perhaps it is more than 

coincidence that his written work has become much more interesting since he has spent 

most classes propped up against the back waU and has learned to care for himseifin this 

smaii way. I have other students who need to wak now and again or who need to sit near 



windows and doors to establish a connection with the outside. By encouraging them to act 

upon all these persona1 needs, 1 am encouraging them to recognize their own physical and 

mental signals and to be kind to thernselves. Caring for the inner selfis the central focus of 

Noddings' circles and it is only through that exercise that my students can then extend 

the i  caring to the rest of creation. "Spirit and body are joined, and the quest for grace is 

an attempt to integrate the self' (Noddings, (1992), p. 82). 

The implications are not only for the students we teach, but ako for the staffthat 

surround us. 1 heard Nelson Mandela's presidentid inaugural speech on the radio and one 

h e  fiom that speech has always stayed with me. He said that when we give ourselves 

permission to s b e ,  we also give that permission to d those around us. 1 believe that 

there are many teachers who long for a more integrated Life for themselves and more 

integrated leamhg for their students. There are few teachers who do not want in some 

way to have an impact upon students' Lives, but there are many who are scared to break 

away fiom the curriculum delivery model. Being able to validate their concems and offer a 

creative way of relating with students is giving them permission to shine. It also 

encourages them to explore their own spirituality and allow themselves to integrate that 

part of their king into the rest of their Lives. By king tme to the answers we found in our 

research group, we can model a different b d  of professionalism which allows for 

teachers' lives to be open and connected, not compartmentalized and mystenous. We c m  

facilitate the exploration of inter-connection by demonstrating that this need not be scary 

andor unprofessionaL We can encourage our peers to experience for themselves the 

integration of home and work and f d y  and classroom, about which Bateson (1 98 9) has 

written, 



Implications for School Boards and Ministries of Education 

The literature stresses that cutbacks to areas of the curriculum which foster 

spintual growth and development result in social pro blems and poor school environments. 

In this age of technology, when every school has global connections through the Internet, 

there is ample opportunity for students to become integrally aware of their relationships to 

all of the world around them However, in an attempt to bolster reportedly flagging 

economies and balance fiscal budgets, school boards and Ministries of Education often 

choose to enhance the technical curriculum at the expense of Art, Drama, and Music. This 

is a rnistake, and those who design cunicda could benefit fiom hearing the voices of the 

women in my research group as we stniggled to k d  places in ou. courses of study to 

allow for spintuai exploration. 

The architects and designers of classrooms could &O benefit fiom the same 

voices. We spoke often of the need for students to experience their connectedness, yet the 

very set up of a computer lab prohibits interaction with any other person: each student sits 

alone in a carrel, surrounded on three sides by two-foot partitions. More and more 

teachers are king  asked to integrate computer technology into all subject areas. When 

complete, this could mean that students wilI spend the greater part of their day isolated 

fiom each other in an artSciaUy lit room staring at a computer monitor. In instances where 

instruction is also computerized, it is not impossible to expect that a student could attend 

several periods at school without reiating to any other human being. This situation wiU not 

foster spinhial development as Noddings (1992) or Spretnak (1992) or Fox (1994) define 

it. It is not a situation in which either student or teacher wilI be able to experience his or 

her own spirituality in relation to others or the environment at large. 



Implications for Other Readeis 

According to the literature read in preparation for this study, many voices have 

k e n  raised over the years declaring the need for balanced, holistic education, which 

includes teaching of  a spiritual nature. These wxitings date back as far as the early Celts 

and corne fkom places as diverse as India, Britain, the United States and many places in 

between. Authors fiom various cultures have written of the necessity to integrate ali 

aspects of caring for creation into curriculum in order for learners to develop into whole, 

welI fùnctioning hurnan beings. This study adds in a s m d  way to that body of knowledge. 

The truths that we developed in this research group are not new, for they are reiterations 

of traditional knowledge. One possible dserence is that we are experiencing those truths 

now, in our own t h e .  This difference may speak to colleagues and others who read about 

this study and ident* their own searching with some of ours. The body of knowledge 

which we developed rnight ailow someone eke to pursue this topic fürther and to become 

more intentionally involved in creating curriculum and classroorns where learners h d  

themselves nounshed spiritudy. Believing in the mysticd moving of the spirit in all 

wisdom, 1 can ody assume that those who will be aftiected by this study wiil be those 

drawn to read it. Each Little bit of knowledge that is added will serve as one more element 

of proof in the argument for holistic learning and teaching. 
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Sample Tramcriid Discussions of the Research Group 
Session Four 

L. WelI, I've just heard a Iittle bit of what M said, and 1 donTt know where it came 60% 
....... but .... you know, the bit about not wanting to share with 

C. Yeah, 1 mean, 1 will share with.. .. well almost with anyone, but essentially what you 
were saying, .......... 1 won't share comfortably when I'm forced, 1 react to that, and yet, 
17m open to share my feelings and thoughts with anyone 1 corne in contact with and yet, 
and yet, ifIYm told ......... and 1 don't feel there's a vaiid reason for it, 1 balk at that .... 

L. One of the things I've written down is that I'm not cordortable talkmg about my 
...... spintuality with people who don't know me or people 1 don7t know 

........ C. Because t's very private 

...... L. It's a very personal thing and it's not something perhaps it's from our day and age 
where people think about spirituaiity. 1 could share with M. because she's known me for 
ten years .......... but 1 could not share with people whom 1 did not know or people who 1 
did not care about ....... 

......... ....... L. No It's not hgi le  but it is VERY private and I think that's what it is. 

Je. That is so tme, that people don't ta& about their spirituality, but, 1 wonder, do you 
........ talk about things that have to do with it without naming it like when we talk about 

care of the environment or care of the earth, is that part of talking about spirïtuality 
without namùig it? 

L. Sure it is .......... K and 1 , we never even t& about religion .......... we never spoke 
about it and it's only recently that I've gone back to Church ........ 1 know that's different 

..... fiom spirituaiity but, you know, the two are connected 

......... ...... Je. No, that's fine sure they are 

........... L. And it was something that 1 know he's agnostic, I know his beliefs and 
........ whatever.. ...... I don't have a pro blem respect ing other people's differences 

...... Je. Behg agnostic doesn't mean he's not spiritual 

L. Exactly ............. he is, yeah 



Je. What did you say, S? What do you think of when you think of spirituality? 

......... S. What did I say? Well, I think Mme of my beliefs corne fiom my background 
which is different ........... my grandmother was OId Order Mennonite and she was 
ostracized when she married my grandfather ... that background plays a great part in how 1 
feel ....... I started to write and 1 wrote "Somethhg beyond . ........" Those things are basic 
..... it's something more than that ......... it's not just something beyond ........... it's beyond 
but it's etemd ...... and interna1 .......... so 1 wrote "A security fkom within, fkorn knowing 
an inner strength or an inner force, guides you, supports you, is not judgrnentai" but the 

....... basic thing is that no matter what you do or where you go or what form of fom you 
take to practice it, it's something that is always there ........ 

J. That's sort of what 1 said, too ..... (reading) 'Tt's something that 1 can't explain but 
believe ...... 

L. That's just it, it's not explainable ....... it's impossible to define ........ 

J. Yeah, 1 can't do the Kellogg's back of the Corn Flake box, 25 words or less definition 
........ that's impossible for me because it's ......... but 1 KNOW that 2's real for me, 1 

...... believe it 

Je, It's amazing how all the words we use are the same because 1 have "The Unknown" 
and it's not named .......... has no name. Sam Keene wrote a book called 'Wymns to an 
Unknown God" and that's how it is ............ 1 know but 1 cannot d e e e  ........ Women have 
traditionally taught spirituality in their families but have not narned Ït 

L. 1 refer to it as numiring IT! 

J. We're supposed to think about school, right, and in our subject area (English) it is very 
easy to do 

S. Not just easy ..... 

..... ....... ......... J. It's almost impossible not to sure naughter, talk about a parent] he said 
"You know what 1 feel about that course, it's a bird course....... " [Parent was speaking 
about English] Oh, 1 had an interview with parents, and as 1 said when 1 came into the 
English office, i f1  were this young man I'd kiIl my father .......... oh he was so mean- 
spirited! ........ 

........ Je. There's that word 

J, He really was mean and cold . - -. . -. . the son even warned me that this was a very hard 
man...... he was cold and mean and ugly, everything negative to me. He had destroyed or 
attempted to destroy the spirit inside of that boy ..... and what he said to me about the 
Peer Tutoring course was that it just didn't count, didn't stand up to the academic 



courses, and, fair enough, 1 mean 1 don? equate myselfwith the English/Math courses or 
anything else but some peopIe see it as a valuable experience 

C. Tsn't that something that we feel we should do ........ equate them. That we don? see 
them as addressing different snidents. We put them dl, all on the same level and then 
autornat icaliy once you're there ........... 

J. But what Math, English and Science do for a student, the peer tutoring dues quite 
dxerently, 1 mean it addresses some other stuff 

....... L. It's all part of being weU-balanced 

........ J. That's right, the whole person 

Je. That's interesthg ............. you d e d  him 'mean-spirited' and if you walked into the 
staEroom and said that everyone wouid know what you meant ......... the word gets into 
our vocabuiary ,..,. 

L. That's right, it does .......... 

.......... ......... S. But spirituality, caring for yourselfand for others and when that's 
...... ........ lacking certainly, 1 taught the sarne student 1st year and ifyou watch him his 

........ ......... eyes it's totally lacking and 3's the spirit, we say, the spirit, that's king Mled, 
........ being hampered, king tied up 

L. Wasn't it Dobson who put a book out about breakhg the will but not the spirit and 1 
remember thinking that it was ........ It was Dare to Discipline ....... and discipline king a 
loving as opposed to king a punishrnent 

....... Je. 1 want to hear what you said about spintuality 

........ C. Fist of ail when 1 hear spirit and I hear spirituality7 1 don't equate the two 1 see 
one within a big context and one within a single body. 1 said it's your essence, it's 
your. ......ifyo u Iook at the body, it's the fluid.......it's that which sees the world and it 

....... ..... ........ touches ali the senses it's this is in terms of what we were just talking about 
.......... this is how 1 see a nch or a healthy spirit ......... it's multidimensionai. it's my 

connector 

J. 1 would be able to say Tes"  to aIi of that!! (Laughter) 

L. I said "To be in tune with my spirituality was my feeling of inner peace" 

Generd agreement 



J. It's the harmony in your Iife ..-.,.. 

S. 1 Iike those connections! 

.......... Je. Men rnight have trouble expressing some of this is this their ferninine side? 

L. Yes, But I'm not sure why! 

Je. Do you think that spirituality is comected with the fernùiine? 

L. Yes, it is 

....... J, I think that we're more attuned to it as women than men are 

...... L. 1 think women are more in tune with their bodies 

..... Je. 1 believe that but 1 don't know why 

L. 1 think women have to be in tune with their bodies because they're a force for us ..... 
It doesn't matter whether we dont want to think about it or not, we have to .... 

C.  Interest h g  !Two of the kids did their presentations. They had to choose s Canadian 
play, they had to talk about the play ...... one of the girls chose the play "Xf we Are 
Women" and I left her with the question, Why is it calied 'Wwe Are Women"? And 1 
asked the ody  boy there, "What if it had been d e d  'If We Are Men'" ......... and she had 
commented on the fact that sex was part of it ....... there are four generations of women., 
all related in this play. ........ and 1 said, "OK if you had four generations of men, wodd you 
talk about sex?" -......" Weli, yeah, " and we talked about sex as king the common 
denominator. But one of the things that rea& through this girI was they talked about theu 
periods and cycles and using Ko tex and tampons . ..., ... and 1 said to [the boy] 'No w, what 
would they [men] talk about?" and there was just silence because there was nothing ....... 
N O m G  ........... 1 mean there was no rhythm to share .......... 

S. I'm not all that certain that that's true ......... 1 just think they're totally unaware of it ...... 

L-Yeah, 1 think so ....... 

J. But where's the rhythm? I think we have an advantage over men in a lot of ways .... 

....... C. There may be a rhythm there, but it's not as  obvious as our's 

S. Oh no, no! It's more the moon than the tides ........ I mean we have an ebb and a flow 
and 1 see that in the context of menstruation etc. etc. 1 mean, it's aU there, but with men, 1 
think it is much more subtle ....... and 1 think with spiritualityy it's not that they don? have 
if .......... 



C. .......... but that they're not aware of it .......... 

S ............ 1 think that they deny it 

....... L. Also .......... that's exactly what 1 think, that they deny it as the more femlliine side 
of thernselves ...... 

J. But it's a lot of work, too! ! ! ! 

L. But church means something to some men ........ 

C. 1 have had no trouble talking about bLChur~h" with [partnerJ as long as 1 don't talk 
about spirituality ......... 

............ J. The irony is that they're the ones that dominate 

L. That's the way my father was &O, and 1 think this is where my privacy cornes in 
...... my father is very, very spiritual but he is also incredibly private .... 

........ C. Could it be that when they are in a church setting it is acceptable When 1 was 
reading some of the stuff and 1 came across the Native cultures, 1 thought "Yeah" spirit 

................ just goes with we never question it whereas within our culture, we thi& 'kait a 
minute! How does this fit in?" We're thiiking twice about it......... ..and yet perhaps it's the 

........ definition within our culture. 1 can never forget my father going hunting and telling 
me that he redy enjoyed just behg there.. ...... the walks. 

....... L. Right! But I think that's where they're cornfortable when I grew up ......... mY 
bedroom was at the back and the fami was on the le fi....... and 1 could always hear my 
father whistling or singing as he went to work. And he always got up early, like 5 or 
6, ........ and that contentedness within that realm was where he would show his 

....... .......... .... spiritual@ he wouldn't say but he would talk about the woods or whatever 

J. So where they would find their spirituality is perhaps in a different space than where we 
......... would find it 

.......... S. I don't know 

J. 1 find a great deal of peace by king outside, by king in the woods ........ 

.................... .................. General agreement. 

........... L. I am just saying that they are more comfortabIe 



Je. You were talking about rhythms and it just reminded me of going to a conference for 
women wrïters ... .. and when we were king divided up to go into supper the wornan asked 
"How rnany women here are h a h g  their period?" And it was so hard to put your hand 
up! 1 don't know why! 

S. Most days in the English office no-one would have to ask! ! ! 

Je ............. but even knowing that you got to go into dinner early, didn't make it easier to 
acknowledge ...... ..it was sort of your 'private' thing ! ! ...... ... .. 

General laughter and acknowledgmen t........ 
L. But that's in Gloria Steinem isn't it where Xmen had tampons it would be "God. look 
at the size of mine!";.. ......... "You mean, you only use ONE???" ........... 
That's that macho thing!!!! 

S. Does this have something to do with spirituality? 

C. Laughter is spiritual! 

......... S. 1 want to react to that comment 1 mean 1 think that is changing. 1 recently visited 
my daughter in Montreal. She shares an apartrnent with two boys and another girl., shared 

....... bathroom, one bathroom and there.. up on the shelf, in the bathroom ...... never, ever 
in my bathroom would you ever have found this, a huge box of Tampax! And like, they 
taik about it and they do t& about it ...... They talk about it as though it's a natural and 
everyday ....... and, and 1 made a comment about it and she said %ell E. said he mes to 
read the box while he's gohg to the ....... bathroom!" .......... what 1 mean is that girls are 
talking about these things much more now than we did ........... do. 

C. Listen, A's best fiend has started her period and 1 have ofien said to A. about 
....... celebration and stufE .......... and part of me is going 'wbat a load of crock!' so what 

happens on the day that her fiend gets her period? 1 look into her room and find that she 
has taken ginger ale and raspbeny and poured it into glasses and the two of them are 
having a celebration ...............vin. I was just .............. this was when her best &end started 
and she wanted to rnake it special. 

L. But there she's leamhg spirituality! She's leamhg about her body. 

C. 1 honestly don't remember starting .......... 1 remember where but 1 don't remember 
when. 

S. But we don't .......... 

C. ......... And that's why, 1 have to back up ........ .. when we talk about our ~pirituality~ the 
naturd rhythm and stuff ............ 1 have read about it but never redy have I thought about 



my spiritdty king tied into my menses .......... I'm thinking Yeah!Yeah!Yeah! but I know 
1 have never really thought about menstruation king spiritual. 

Je. But perhaps you tie it in other ways ........... iike just knowing that there is a 
....... cycle ....... that things will corne around agah  

J. Now that I'm approaching menopause 1 do!! (Laughter) 

.......... ....... C. OK, maybe this is a bizarre cornparison ... in movement class I do this every 
year with my class ......... they have to do a dance involving ritual and cycles ...... never, not 

...... once have 1 ever heard them, even the girls, talk about menstnial cycles 1 hear them 
....... ta& about every other sort of cycle but not that one 1 don't think we ever think of it 

........... a a cycle ........... it's somethg that cornes dong 

......... ........ S. It's called the curse that's what our young women Iearn 

J, We don't think of it as rhythmic .......... we think of it as something that just cornes or 
doesn't come and we go ccAhh-h-h-h-h-h!"........ 

....... ....... L. 1 think that its a different way 1 thmk there were a lot of women in our era 
we thought it was a redy good year ifwe weren't pregnant .... because they had no 

..... control you know, we now have a fair bit of control over having children.. ....... but I've 
always k e n  very aware of ........ 

...... ........ S. cycles 

L ........... yes, and feeling OK about it .......... 
C......... but you see, for me, having been on the pilI except for two very short time 
periods, the cycle was gone in the little round circle of pills.. ........ it 's like an unreal cycle 

.............. S. Sure, ri is in many ways a false body rhythm I started exactly the same time, 
....... ................ always,. but now, I know h better as there is a rhythm. 

C. Did you have the idea of cycles? 

............. .......... L. But you cannot get away fiom spirituality! giving birth women and men 
........... feel dEerent1y about that 

S. But I've been reading about menopause and taking to fiends who are a little older than 
........ me and one fiend of mine who was in her late forties when she had cancer, and the 

.............. chemotherapy threw her hto menopause and she said that the one thïng she has 
experienced in the last four or five years is that she feels she is no longer a slave to her 



body ....... and she said that as a younger wornan, part of that cycle thing was sexual and 
...... that is very daerent. 

L. It is another stage but I'm not sure it is not without it's passing of grief ....... 

.......... J. Oh sure! 1 mean it's dserent 

S. Should it not be another celebration????? 

J. Oh yeah! I like that part of it ........ 3 or 4 months with no period .... ... .. and there is a 
spiritual side of it to be sure ......... a reflective side ........... a time to think, we& if I can't 
have a baby, what am 1 for?.. ......... what kind of babies can 1 still have? 

Je. Ne1 Noddings talks about circles of things ......... cycles ......... circles ........ it is symbolic 
of who we are ............. women think in straight lines and talk in straight hes 

........ S. Yeah, t a h g  their skates off in locker rooms! 

............ ......... L. We talk and think in circles witches.. around a fire 

J. No wonder men are oniy cornfortable in pews in church! ....... 

........ Je. How does this reIate at all to our classrooms? You talked about how they never 
....... spoke of menstruation in class 

........ L. Oniy in slang te= they are cornfortable with 

.............. ............. C Yeah, very crude terms 

S. But they say that that is how people come to temis with taking about anything 
serious ........ it is a reflection of the spiritual because it reflects a discornfort with the 
SpiritUaL...... 

......... C.  But even taking about spiritual ........... in our society it is not acceptable o u .  
softer side ...... 

J. You know, in terms of our spirituality, the wornan's movement has not changed a thing! 
It is stili uncornfiortable to be spintual and talk about it! 

C. Yeah! One of the most upsetting workshops 1 ever went to was on a PD day, and we 
were supposed to be finding out what kind of learner we were....... al1 1 remember is that 
the end result was, 1 had gone to a workshop not knowing ......... the whole idea was how 
to speak in such a way so that men could understand ......... men still cal1 the shots and 
how should we speak so they could understand.. ...... our spirituality was so 
compromised.. .... 



Je. But what happens when men are spiritual ........ even in classrooms ....... 

J. But last year 1 wrote the "Rights of Passage" unit with R. [ a male teacher] and that was 
great ..... I mean, he was right there and it was wondefil ......... we used excellent movies 
and it was a very spirituai experience ..... .. 

L. You know, last year 1 had some of those 'jock' type male teachers to corne into my 
parenting class and talk about raising clddren and it was arnazing to hear them talk about 
children .......... their children ....... 1 saw an entirely different side of them 1 have heard 
women teachers talk about their chjldren in class and been moved by it, but never until I 
asked them to corne in have 1 heard men talk like that in class ........ 

S. But so many of them pretend that this is not important ........... but watch a movie with 
them Iike Jeny Maguire ...... which is defhhely a woman's movie ......... but they watched 
it.. . .. . . . . . and they use t even in their classes.. . .. . . . . . . . 

L. Do we know what spirituality is, yet???? [Lots of laughter] 

C. No, but we know it has lots to do with our bodies ........... we haven't said anything 
about spirituaiity king mental or emotion al...... isn't that interesting ! 




