
+ National Teachers Conference 
 ELT Beyond Skills and Knowledge 
Instituto Guatamalteco Americano 
November 4 and 5, 2013 

n  What do teachers and learners need in order to thrive and to 
engage in joyful learning in the classroom?  Earl Stevik states 
that “that success in the language classroom depends less on 
materials, techniques or linguistic analysis, and more on what 
goes on inside and between the people in the classroom” and 
further elaborates that “the most important aspect of "what goes 
on" is the presence or absence of harmony:  it is the parts 
working with, or against, one another.”  In this plenary we will 
look at the relationships in the classroom (teacher-self, teacher-
student, student-self and student-student) and explore ways that 
mindfulness, (the ability to pay attention to the present moment 
without judgment) and empathy (the ability to truly understand 
or imagine the depth of another person’s feelings and needs) 
contribute to collaboration, connection and harmony in those 
relationships which in turn support dynamic and joyful learning.   
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Mindfulness and Empathy: two sides of one key 
that connects teachers, learners and learning 
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Success depends upon  
harmony inside and between 

 “Success in the language classroom 
depends less on materials, techniques or 
linguistic analysis, and more on what 
goes on inside and between the people 
in the classroom…the most important 
aspect of "what goes on" is the presence 
or absence of harmony:  it is the parts 
working with, or against, one another.” 

                                             -Earl Stevick 
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What do we need  
to make life in the 

classroom  
more wonderful  

for everyone?  
 

How can we cultivate 
harmony inside and 
between ourselves 
and our learners? 
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1. Cultivate Community 

 
2. Practice and Cultivate Mindfulness 

 
3.  Practice and Cultivate Empathy  

(for self and others) 
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Please introduce yourself to at least 3 
people sitting near you that you don’t 

already know. 
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Checking in… 
Head, Heart, Harmony? 
  On a scale of 1= not so good and 5 = GREAT 

 How is your “English brain”? 

 How is your “English heart”? 

 

The Heart is the chief feature of a 
functioning mind. Frank Lloyd Wright 



+
Checking in… 
Head, Heart, Harmony? 
  On a scale of 1= not so good and 5 = GREAT 

 How is your “teaching brain”? 

 How is your “teaching heart”? 

 

The Heart is the chief feature of a 
functioning mind. Frank Lloyd Wright 
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How do you measure success? 

n Test scores? 

n Happiness?  

n Projects or presentations? 

n Feedback from a boss?  

n Feedback from a student? 

n A raise in salary? 

n ??? 
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Bits of my journey… 

n 1991: My goal is to empower students 
through their learning. 

n 1995:  My goal is for my learners to become 
creative, independent, life-long learners. 

n 2000: My goal is to nurture, together with 
the learners, a safe, loving, creative and 
dynamic environment in which learning can 
happen. 
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2009: new goal 

 To practice mindfulness and work with learners 
to create, nurture and sustain a safe, creative and 
joyful environment in which the whole of each 
student and teacher (emotions, needs, intellect, 
spirit etc.) is respected and in which response to 
every person is based on empathy and kindness 
so that we can use the most amount of energy 
and attention possible for  learning. 

OR:  Engage and cultivate mindfulness 
and empathy to promote learning for 
everyone! 
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One way I (Mary) measure success is 
by  relationships that promote 
learning…. 

 I do not think the measure of a 
civilization is how tall its buildings 
of concrete are, But rather how well 
its people have learned to relate to 
their environment and fellow man.  

~ Sun Bear of the Chippewa Tribe  
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Relationship-based Teaching and 
Learning consider: 

n Teacher - self 
n Teacher – student 
n Student-student 
n Student-self 
What is happening inside and 
between??? 
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Common thoughts a teacher might 
have… 

n I can’t believe I just did that!! I am 
so stupid!! 

n What a lazy student!! 

n These students are getting worse 
and worse every year! 



+ How does it feel to think these thoughts?  
What affect does it have on you? On others?  
How does it feel to judge? To be judged? 
How might these thoughts affect learning? 

n I can’t believe I just said that!! I 
am so stupid!!  

n What a lazy student!! 

n These students are getting worse 
and worse every year! 

 



+Same experience – different response.  
What affect might these have on you and on learning? 

n  I can’t believe I just said that!! I 
am so stupid!! 

n OR 

Oh. I just said something that 
sounded weird. I feel sad and 
embarrassed. I didn’t mean to say 
that and now I am afraid I will be 
misunderstood. 

 
 



+Same experience – different thoughts.  
What affect might these have on you and on learning? 

n What a lazy student!! 

n OR: 

I am hoping these students will enjoy this 
activity. This student isn’t doing the task.  
She has her head on the desk. It is hard to 
understand why this student doesn’t do 
this work.  

I wonder if he/she is working a lot outside 
of this class. I wonder if he/she is bored in 
class. I wonder if he/she eats healthy 
food? I wonder….. 
 



+Same experience – different response.  
What affect might these have on you and on learning? 

n  These students are getting worse and 
worse every year! 

n OR: 

I feel really frustrated. I can’t seem to 
relate to these students the way I used 
to and it is hard to get them to do the 
activities that I think will help their 
learning. I really want to be an effective 
teacher and I want to help these 
students learn! 
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What is Mindfulness? 
 
Mindfulness means paying 
attention in a particular way: on 
purpose, in the present 
moment and nonjudgmentally.  
This kind of attention nurtures greater 
awareness, clarity and acceptance of 
present-moment reality. It wakes us up to the 
fact that our lives unfold only in moments.  

    -Jon Kabat-Zinn 
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MINDFULNESS 

The ability to identify  and accept 
thoughts, feelings, words and 
actions, WHAT IS…. 

    without judgment 

Then to be non-judgmental and 
genuinely  curious about it 

 



+
Empathy 

   Intentional kindness towards 
oneself  and/or others by taking 
into account one’s feelings and 

needs and then intentionally 
acting to help get those needs 
met in a way that everyone’s 

needs can also be met. 
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Empathy is… 

n Like standing in someone else’s shoes 

n Understanding the feelings and values/needs of 
another person’s perspective at a particular 
moment 

n An internal choice to see from a different point of 
view, to understand another side of a story. 

n A state of being fully present to each other's 
feelings and needs. 

n Not agreement, but rather a willingness to fully 
understand how things look from someone else's 
point of view.  
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Empathy is different than 
sympathy 

“Where” am I when I am listening? 

Am I focused on my feelings or am 
I trying to understand the other 
person? 

Am I leading (trying to change) or 
following (trying to figure out)? 
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Talk with a partner 

What is mindfulness? 
What is empathy? 
Why might they be useful 
for us as teachers? 



+
Lets 
experiment!! 
    



+
Make two short lists 

What brings 
joy?  
 

What is challenging  
or painful? 
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circle one idea in your list that has 
a story….. 
What brings 
joy?  
 

What is challenging  
or painful? 

*I feel connected to the 
students 
* I have genuine 
dialogue with students 
* I see my students fully 
engage in their learning 
* I see my students 
learning 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

*When it is hard to get 
students attention 
*When it feels like 
students are not 
interested or not trying 
* When the activity is too 
hard for the students 
* When I am tired or 
angry 
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What is your story 

n Look at your list 

n Choose one brief story 
and begin think about it. 
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My story part 1: last week in my 
classroom… 

n Last week….2 students were 
talking while I was trying to 
give instructions.. I was so 
annoyed and almost angry! 

n I needed a mindfulness 
moment….  
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Mindfulness moment 

n Close eyes 

n Breath in and out. Think “IN” and 
“OUT” 

n Count to ten., one for each 
breath.  

n If your mind wanders, start again 
from zero 
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My story part 2: mindfulness with 
last week in my classroom… 

n I paused and started to notice.. I was frustrated. it 
felt like the students were not interested or not 
trying.   

n and became curious…I checked in with myself 
about how I was feeling and responding. 

n I learned more about what happened to the 
students 

n I recognized I had a choice about responding. 
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Your story 

n  Briefly share your story with a 
partner. What can you describe?  

n When does judgment appear? 

n What if you told your story about 
what happened without 
judgment? 
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Four choices when responding… 

Judge me 

Judge them 

Not 
Helpful Empathy / 

Kindness 
towards me 

Empathy / 
Kindness  
towards them 

Helpful 



+
Empathy 

 Responding with intentional 
kindness towards myself and 
others by recognizing and 
exploring feelings, needs and 
options available based on 
those feelings and needs. 
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Feelings – signs about something 
deeper that needs attention. 

 Feelings are words that describe 
our emotional states or body 
sensations. Feelings serve to alert 
us to look deeper into ourselves 
and to connect to our needs and 
values. 

 Two basic kinds of feelings: those we have 
when our needs are being met, and those 
we have when our needs are NOT being 
met. 
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Feelings – signs towards 
something deeper   

 Two basic kinds of feelings:  

 when our needs are being met we 
feel good. 

 When our needs are NOT being 
met we don’t feel good. 
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Needs and Values 

 Needs and values are words that 
describe the life-serving energy that 
motivates and sustains us. All of our 
actions and words are attempts to meet 
our needs and values. 

 For example:  connection, beauty, 
appreciation, harmony, excitement, 
consideration, trust, acceptance, privacy, 
inclusion, order, affection, balance, 
meaning, purpose 
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My story part 3: responding with 
Empathy 

n I thought about what my student 
must have been feeling and 
needing and what I could offer to 
help them get their needs met. 

n I thought about what I was feeling 
and needing and what I could do 
to get my needs met. 
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Your list…. 

 Look at your list 
and label the 
needs that might 
go with each item. 
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Your story 

n  What are 4-5 feelings you had? 

n What needs were met or not met?  

n Did you respond with mindfulness 
and empathy towards yourself and 
the others in your story? If so, how? If 
not, how might you respond if this 
story were to be rewritten? 



+
Two sides of one key 

n Genuine, non-judgmental curiosity  
n What is truly happening? 

n Intention to be empathetic and kind 
n What feelings and needs are not 

being met?  How can I be of 
service? 



+
Life skills: mindfulness (non-

judgmental presence) and empathy 

n Genuine, non-judgmental curiosity  
n What is truly happening? 

n Intention to be empathetic and kind 
n What feelings and needs are not 

being met?  How can I be of 
service? 



Questions? 
Comments? 
admin@espiralmana.org 
www.espiralmana.org 



Thank you! 
admin@espiralmana.org 
www.espiralmana.org 


